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You Didn't Wanna Fall (I Didn't Want You at All) 


by Anonymous 


Summary 


He grabs his upper arm. His soul mark feels like it’s humming, buzzing with warmth and 
spreading it into every nerve. 


That’s not normal. 
“Hello there, I haven’t seen a human in this forest in ages.” 
That isn’t either. 


Tommy whirls around at the sound of the voice. Standing in the middle of the clearing is a 
man, or at least something trying to appear as one. 


Or: Tommy is born with the soul mark of a fae. That poses two problems; 
1. He is very much a human. 
2. Fae don't tend to like humans. 


This should be fun. 


Notes 


Title from See the Light by Stephen Sanchez 
Warnings: Child abuse, child neglect, suicidal thoughts, descriptions of injuries (not graphic) 


Edit (02/23/2024): Given the recent news, I’ve decided to go anonymous on all of my fics. I 
don’t want to delete them off of Ao3 but I will be honest and say that I also don’t want to 
relinquish my control over them by orphaning them either. I’m doing this because I don’t 
want my name attached to them anymore due to what has been done by one of the cc’s. 


This could very well change in the future but for now this is what I am most comfortable 
doing with my works. 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Soul marks were created to be a visual reflection of the connection between two souls. 
They’re unique in all aspects so that those who bear a match can find each other easily. 


Unfortunately for Tommy, that uniqueness has led him into the current clusterfuck that is his 
life. 


Soul marks are meant to be unique in a way that makes eyes wide with excitement. They 
appear not long after birth, wrapping around new skin like a promise from the gods. One of 
love and acceptance. They’re a vow of community between those who share their mark. 


Tommy’s soul mark is unique in a way that draws scorn and snarls. Unique in a way that 
starts dangerous rumours and has people turning their backs. Uneasy side eyes and whispers 
behind doors. 


It appeared four days after he was born. A good thing too, as the midwife might have run 
rampant with loose lips, talking about the child born with a soul mark unlike any she’s 
witnessed. He’d be tavern talk until curiosity won the townsfolk over and they’d come see 
the spectacle for themselves. Surely, it would end in torches and pitchforks. 


But his parents were careful. They covered the mark and shut their mouths. 


While soul marks are different from person to person, there is still a continuity among them. 
Each soul mark resembles that of ink, pitch black ink. It’s supposedly because the god who 
gave humanity soulmates drew every mark by hand and with the same inkwell. It’s a larger 
connection within the individual bonds. Humanity is connected no matter the plights and 
perils that befall them. 


Tommy’s soulmark bears no resemblance to that of his peers. It wasn’t etched from the 
inkwell, rather drawn from the blood of a god (that’s how his father once described it). 


Glittering gold swirls from his shoulder to his elbow in intricate designs and iconography of 
nature. Plants and animals dancing between the swoops, almost moving when the light 
reflects from it. 


His parents didn’t know what to make of it at first, painting the illusion of a sickly baby to 
keep visitors away, to keep their son safe. 


When he turned two, they resolved to figure it out. 


In the dead of night and well past his bedtime, they took Tommy into town and down to the 
temples. A hood fell over his face and a hand in each of his parents. 


They sought a priestess, one who committed herself to the service of the God of Scribes and 
Souls. 


The woman welcomed them into the temple with open arms and a receiving heart. She could 
sense a soul in turmoil, parents wrought with worry for their child. 


The priests and priestesses of the God of Scribes and Souls are blessed by their god to read 
soul bonds and sense those who are connected. Rarely do they meddle in the natural process 
or give a map to someone's other half, but exceptions can be made. 


They met in her office. Books of all types and titles lined the walls and cluttered her desk 
space. Candles burned dimly in their holders and ink blots stained the wooden furniture. 


She sat off to the side, in an area with a low table on a plush rug and surrounded by pillows. 
Tommy sat across from her in his mother’s lap. The priestess extended her hand to him and 
his mother coaxed him to give the woman his arm. 


Gently, she rolled up his sleeve, exposing his soulmark. 


Immediately, her face morphed into something shocked, her fingers brushing delicately over 
his skin, tracing the design. His parents were tense, his mother clutching him as tight as she 
dared. Tommy squirmed, uncomfortable with the tension. 


The priestess rolled his sleeve back down, her face contemplative and serious. 
Thank the gods above that the temple was always deserted at that time of night. 


She broke her discovery to his anxious parents, who took the news with as much grace a 
breaking heart can give. 


Tommy’s soulmark is not one of humanity, it is that of the fair folk. He is connected to 
someone who lives in the fae realm, beyond the forest and veil of magic that divides humans 
from the fae. 


His mother cried. Who is this child she’s holding? Was her baby snatched from his cradle and 
replaced with the infant of tricksters? 


The priestess disputed their fears of their child being a changeling. She pressed iron into his 
little palm, watching as his skin remained unburned. She decorated him with a chain of 
daisies and hung a bell on his neck. 


He’s a human, he is their child. 
And his soulmate is a fae. 


She gifted the couple with a book of knowledge about the fae and they thanked her for her 
services. 


They walked home through the cold night, a feeble hope clutched in their hands. 


One would hope things got better from there, but that’s not Tommy’s case. He’s convinced 
that his soul mark is a curse. The gods are laughing at him, knowing damn well what they’ ve 
done when giving him his soul mark. 


He was a curse upon his parents. They loved him dearly and that was their first vital mistake. 


From the age he could read, they grilled every fact and tidbit about the fae into his head. He 
was quizzed constantly on how to fend them off, all the things that staved them away. He 
wore a bell on his wrist and daisies were sewn into the lining of all his clothes. They took 
precautions, warned him away from the treelines. 


The fae are not a people to be trifled with. Devious tricksters, always looking for an 
opportunity to deceive humanity. They reside in circles grown of mushrooms and compel 
those nearby into conversation. They cannot lie but they spin whirlwinds of words to confuse 
and ensnare. 


A fae is always itching to make a deal, one that never ends well for the poor human who 
made it. They wait for little children to stumble upon them so they can whisk them off to 
their realm. The truth of what happens to those who are taken can only be rumoured, for 
those who are taken never return home. 


So why in the name of the Scribe is Tommy soulmates with one? Human and fae, a 
combination that can never work. 


He ponders the question as he grows and understands the danger he is in. 
As his father is crushed in a mining accident. 


As his mother moves him away from their town, due in part to the loss of her husband and 
the growing suspicion of the townsfolk. They move to be closer to her family. 


He ponders as they live with his aunt, uncle, and four cousins. 


As winter hits them hard and his mother succumbs to fever when the roads are blocked and 
the medicine cannot be delivered. 


As he curses the gods for his life. 
The question remains prevalent through one tragic act after the next. 


It’s still there when his aunt whispers that she knows his secret, her sister entrusted it to her. 
She gives him an iron ring to wear on his finger. 


It’s there when she dies on a trip to see her father, travelling through a dangerous mountain 
passage in the midst of a sudden storm. 


It laughs at him while he mourns, letting silent tears fall while his cousins weep and wail. 
While his uncle looks at him as just another mouth he is obligated to feed. 


The gods can go fuck themselves. 
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People have tried to remove their soul marks before and it’s never worked. Tommy is under 
the opinion that they just weren’t trying hard enough. 


Suppose he could burn it off ? One touch of a burning steel bar and problem solved! Say 
goodbye to the mark that’s given him nothing but Hell for the last sixteen years! Sure, he’d 
be left with a gnarly scar, but it would be worth it to not have that stupid golden mark etched 
into his skin. 


Absent-mindedly, he pulls at the sleeve of his shirt, tugging it down. He can feel the heat of 
the smithery lingering on his skin despite the cool air. It’s a relief to be out of that building 
and not being choked by the smell and deafened by the pounding of metal. 


The early autumn breeze nips at his skin and turns his cheeks rosy as he twists through the 
market. People packed together like sardines shuffle clumsily from stall to stall, looking to 
grab their produce and haggle the prices. Hand crafted signs advertise everything from apples 
to pastries and the smell of sugar wafts through the air, emanating from the bakery he just 
left, a paper bag with freshly baked goodies clutched in his hand. 


The crowds slowly thin as he leaves the epicentre of town and makes his way to his favourite 
spot. Near the outskirts of town is an old crumbling wall that looks out into the forest. It’s 
quiet over there and the place he prefers to take his breaks. 


The scenery is beautiful this time of year. The leaves on the tree line are starting to turn 
shades of brown and gold, and the wind coaxes them into falling. Whenever Tommy is made 
to enter the woods, he finds himself craning his neck upwards to observe the canopy of 
leaves and the dappled sunlight that filters through them. 


A gorgeous sight for such a dangerous place. 
He bites into the pastry, warmth and honey filling his mouth. 


He’s never taken drugs, but the addictive joy he feels is what he imagines it might be like. He 
could eat pastries from that bakery all day. 


Unfortunately, that’s not something he could afford. Maybe if the gods didn’t have some sort 
of vendetta against him, he’d have a normal life with a normal family who loves him. Instead 
he got shackled with an uncle who treats him as free labour for his smithery, forcing him to 
work with scorching metal and earn a penny to his cousin's dollar. 


One of his cousins, Jared, works the forge with him, but the fucker gets the privilege of 
having his dad own the place. Jared is an apprentice who 1s learning the trade so he can take 
over the shop once dear old dad retires. 


Tommy is chopped liver, apparently. 


He takes an angry bite of his pastry. Only reason he can buy them is because he works odd 
jobs when his uncle doesn’t have him working. 


A commotion from behind him startles Tommy out of his pit of loathing. 


Loud laughter rings from down the street, specifically the laughter of spoiled brats who have 
never gotten any punishment worse than a slap on the wrist. 


A small figure dashes past the wall Tommy’s sitting on, two wild children on its heels. 
Tommy recognizes those children. 
Sally and Henry, his two younger cousins. Snot nosed and bratty as they come. 


They pay him no mind as they hurtle after the creature, shouting at one another to “catch it! 
Henry, don’t let it get away!” 


They turn sharply into an alleyway and Tommy jumps off the wall, shoving the remaining 
cookie in his pocket as he pursues. 


He gets to the entrance of the alley and stops. It’s a short alleyway, with high brick walls and 
a dead end. His cousins are at the far end, slowly approaching a hissing brown cat. 


Henry has a stick in his hands. He thrusts it towards the cat, who hisses and bats at it, causing 
the children to erupt in laughter. 


Tommy’s seen enough. “What the hell are you two doing?” 
The kids turn at his voice. 
“Playing with the cat,” Henry replies simply, the stick still in his hand. 


“Playing or tormenting?” Tommy retorts, storming up to them and placing himself between 
the kids and the cat. 


Sally rolls her eyes. “We’re playing, Tommy.” 
“Not anymore you’re not. Leave the cat alone.” 


“No! You don’t get to tell us what to do.” Henry stomps his foot and points his stick at 
Tommy. “Move.” 


“Oh no, a stick,” Tommy says drily. “I’m terrified. Don’t you know I’m allergic to splinters?” 


“If you don’t move P1 tell papa that you didn’t let us play with the kitty,” Sally threatens, 
grinning like a little devil. 


“Yeah!” Henry joins in. “And he’ll fire you and you’!l be homeless!” 


Jokes on them, he isn’t getting paid for this shit anyway. Getting fired would be a privilege. 
He wouldn’t have to deal with this family’s bullshit anymore. 


“Leave it alone. The cat didn’t do anything to you and you’re poking at it like a couple of 
fucking heathens.” Tommy moves so the cat is further hidden behind him, glaring at the two 
goblins in front of him. 


“Move!” Henry demands with a whiny shriek. “You can’t tell us what to do! You’re being 
mean!” 


“T wanna play with the kitty!” Sally cries. 


Henry suddenly runs at Tommy, shoving him with his shoulder in an attempt to get around 
him. Unfortunately for the child, Henry is eight and packs a punch similar to an ant. 


Tommy reacts on instinct. He shoves the kid backwards, watching with mild satisfaction as 
the kid falls on his ass. 


There’s silence for a second, then Henry’s bottom lip wobbles. His face scrunches into 
something ugly and a cry escapes his lips. At the sight of her brother crying, Sally joins in. 
Fat tears roll down her face and onto her dress. 


Oh shit. 


Henry leaps to his feet, wiping at his face, stick abandoned on the ground. “I’m telling 
papa!” He turns and runs out of the alley, Sally following close behind. 


Tommy stares after them, a sense of dread growing in his gut. Uncle isn’t going to like this 
and the kids are most definitely going to twist the story to their liking, painting Tommy as a 
villain. 


He hangs his head, staring down at the cobblestone, and covers his face with his hands. 
He could scream, that might help. 


A quiet ‘mreow’ makes him move his hands. Sitting by his feet is the cat. It’s a pure 
chocolate brown with golden eyes. Its fur is long and looks incredibly soft. Tommy’s sure this 
cat is someone’s pet, based on how well fed and groomed it looks. The cat is staring up at 
him, unblinking. 


“I am so fucked,” Tommy tells it, dropping his hands to his sides and letting out a sigh. 
“Practically a walking corpse at this point. You want my stuff? I’m sure a cat has plenty of 
use for two bronze coins and an iron ring.” 


The cat tilts its head at him, almost thoughtful. It blinks at him once. Then, it turns and walks 
out of the alley. 


“Godsdamn, a thank you would have been nice.” 


Tommy wonders if he can just run away. Fuck this town and everyone in it. He’ll become a 
hermit. Anything is better than going back to his uncle right now. Uncle was already in a bad 
mood this morning. Hearing about how Tommy beat up poor little Henry will tip him over 
the edge. 


With a heavy sigh, he presses his back to the brick wall and sinks to the ground. Maybe the 
earth will swallow him whole. 


A bellowing “THOMAS?” rings through the street. 


Son of a fucking bitch. 
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The bruises take a week to fade enough for Tommy to be in public again, even then, no one 
gives enough of a fuck to ask him how he got them. They never have, really. Though he 
guesses that this time there wasn’t enough to ask about. His uncle didn’t go for the face. 


His arms ache as he drags a cart through the forest, letting out strings of curses whenever the 
wheels get caught on the rocks and small shrubs. 


It’s warmer today and normally that would be considered a positive. However, it’s nothing 
but an extra burden when hard labour is involved. 


Earlier in the day his uncle had handed him a rusty hatchet and told him to gather firewood 
for the winter stock. Once he brings back three times his weight in lumber, then he may have 
dinner. A task made significantly harder by the fact he hasn’t eaten properly in over a week. 


It’s part of his punishment, having to earn his keep. If he wants to eat he needs to work 
himself to exhaustion. If he wants to sleep in a proper bed, he must do everything in a timely 
manner. 


He swings the hatchet down on a particularly stubborn log. The head gets lodged in tight 
about halfway through. Tommy lifts the hatchet (and the log with it) and slams it down on the 
stump again. Splinters go flying but it doesn’t break. He tries again and once more before it 
finally splits into two uneven pieces that he can add to his measly pile. 


Sweat gathers on the back of his neck, dripping uncomfortably down his back. It’s nearly 
midday. The sun filters through the leaves, casting shadows onto the forest floor. Birds chirp 
somewhere in the branches and a few squirrels have poked their heads out of their hidey 
holes to see what’s causing the ruckus in their usually quiet home. 


Tommy slumps onto the chopping stump, hatchet falling with a heavy thunk to the ground. 


He’s hungry and tired, and this job would be made so much easier if he wasn’t trying to chop 
wood with a fucking hatchet . An axe would have been a million times better but no, he got 


handed the worst tool in the shed. It’s too small for him to chop bigger logs or cut down trees. 
He’s managed to take down a couple of smaller saplings but they didn’t add much to the pile. 


Everything aches. His body isn’t even fully healed from the beating he received. Bruises are 
still splotched along his arms and ribs, painted in ugly yellows and brown. At the very least, 
it means he’s healing. 


He guesses that the silver lining would be that the forest is quiet. Undoubtedly alive, but 
quiet. Leaves gently rustle and the animals pay him no mind. The breeze cools his 
overworked body and he closes his eyes, savouring the feeling. It smells fresh and earthy, 
nothing like the stench of the smithery or crowds of people. 


It’s beautiful, he won’t deny that. Peaceful, he wants to say. 
But as everyone says, it's incredibly dangerous. 


Fae reside in these trees. Their rings are hidden in the foliage and undergrowth, waiting for 
some poor sod to stumble in. However, they don’t exist in this sector. 


Tommy learned early on that the town made a truce with the fair folk a long time ago. The 
basic terms of the agreement started with the people who were settling by the forest and 
needed the lumber. The fae were less than pleased to have a forest be destroyed, trees as old 
as their kings being chopped down to craft measly shacks. They went after the townsfolk in 
retribution. Those who entered the forest never made it out, being attacked by animals or 
losing their sanity to the tricks of the fae. So a sort of compromise was made. The residents 
of the town would expand the forest to the edge of town, and as those trees grow, that section 
would belong to the town. They would not touch nor pass the ancient treeline. They marked it 
with rocks. Any fool who crosses the line does so at their own expense. 


The fae agreed and the two forest’s eventually merged, though the rocks are still there to act 
as a warning and border. The fae exist on one side, and the townsfolk on the other. 


Tommy is still in the town’s forest. He’s never seen the border nor does he ever want to. He 
ghosts over his soul mark with his hand, imagining how it would glitter in the sunlight. But 
his jacket remains on. If anything, his soul mark is the biggest deterrent he has for crossing 
the border. 


His stomach growls lowly, hunger pains shooting through him. 
Fuck, he needs to eat before he keels over. 


With a heavy groan, he pushes himself to his feet, grabbing the fallen hatchet. He loops it into 
his belt and heads back to the half-full cart. His hands are nearly raw with blisters but he 
grabs the handles anyway and lifts, hissing through his teeth as tender skin comes in contact 
with weathered wood. 


He barely manages to pull it ten feet before his arms give out, exhaustion taking hold. 


Shit. 


Ok, fuck the cart. He needs to find some food, water at the very least. He can’t keep going 
like this. 


With that, he abandons the cart. 


Tommy trudges through the undergrowth, probably accumulating an offensive amount of 
ticks in the process. It’s tedious and his legs feel like lead. 


Fuck his uncle, fuck his cousins, and fuck fuck fuck fuck FUCK. 


If a tree falls in the forest and there’s nobody to hear it, does it even make a sound? If Tommy 
screams himself hoarse when no one is around, does his pain exist at all? 


Stupid, stupid, stupid. The blisters on his palms are bleeding and he wipes the blood away on 
his pants. 


He sways with the breeze, feeling like a tree bending in the wind. Is that an option? Could he 
just become a tree instead of a boy? He’d have no responsibility, no bitch ass family 
members, and his food would come from the soil and sunlight. No responsibility, no 
dangerous secrets. Sounds like a dream. A sweet, sweet dream. 


Perhaps he could rot? Give himself to the soil. 


It’s tempting, Tommy won’t lie. But to be completely frank, he isn’t quite ready to give up 
either. 


His uncle won’t be around forever and Tommy will be damned if he doesn’t outlive the man. 
Spite, the world's greatest motivator. 


So he carries on through the trees, one foot after another. It’s tough, he’s tired, but it pays off. 


The light gurgling sound of a brook reaches his ears. It’s enough to motivate him to move 
faster. He follows the sound, dry mouth even more prominent at the prospect of water. 


Thank the gods, the brook isn’t far. 


Tommy falls to his knees, scooping the water into his hands and drinking greedily, savouring 
the feeling of the cool liquid running down his parched throat. He drinks his fill, gasping for 
air when he’s done. 


He immediately feels leagues better than before. He cups a little more water and splashes it 
on his face, washing away some of the sweat and chasing the heat. 


With a content sigh, he leans back on his elbows, feeling the breeze against his wet forehead, 
cooling him further. 


He takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. His hunger is still there, but his head feels clearer 
than it has all day. 


But there’s something else. 


It’s difficult to describe. Tommy frowns, focusing on the feeling and trying to find what 
words could describe it. 


He’s felt a lot of things in his life, but this is new, strange even. 


It’s sort of like his heart has formed a little voice, one that whispers to the other parts of his 
body until they’re all in unanimous agreement. 


Tommy’s eyes wander from the brook and towards the thick of trees. 
He longs to go there. Feel the brush of nature against his skin and inhale the scent of pines. 


It’s a blooming in his chest. Encouragement to ‘go go go!’. Flowers tremble with anticipation 
and the grass prickles his arms. 


It all sways and rises until tears gather in his eyes. 
He needs to go. It’s imperative, like it’s the most important thing he will ever do. 


Moving on adrenaline, he rises from his spot and leaps over the brook, running through the 
mud and leaves, his soul pushing him in a singular direction. 


Tommy’s chest heaves as he runs but he won’t stop. Elation jets through him and only pushes 
him further. He has no idea where he’s going but that’s the least of his problems. 


The adrenaline wears off in the deepest part of the forest. 

Slowly, the emotions ebb away and his heart quiets down. 

Where the fuck is he? 

The trees around here aren’t like the ones he’s used to. The undergrowth is much thicker. 
Shit, he’s lost. 

He turns in a circle. Which direction did he come from again? He doesn’t remember. 


What the everloving fuck even was that? It’s like he was on drugs or some shit. Did someone 
drug the brook? What kind of psychopath would do that? A goddamn wrong’un. 


Normally, the advice when you’re lost is to stay put and wait for rescue. Unfortunately, 
there’s no one who would bother looking for him. If anything, they’d probably be glad he 
likely got mauled by an animal. 


With limited options, he picks a direction and starts walking. 


Everything looks the exact same, with maybe the occasional rock or moss covered log to 
break up the scenery. It’s an explosion of green. 


Huffing, he rips his pants off a grabby bush and continues. Navigation has never been his 
strong suit. 


Eventually, he reaches a break in the trees, though it doesn’t lead him to anything familiar. 


He finds himself in a small clearing, one surrounded by towering pines and covered in long 
grass. White flowers are spattered about like paint among the green and mushrooms grow up 
the mossy trunks. 


He steps in only a few feet. The sun shines warmly on him. 
But there’s a second warmth accompanying it, a more unwelcome one. 


He grabs his upper arm. His soul mark feels like it’s humming, buzzing with warmth and 
spreading it into every nerve. 


That’s not normal. 
“Hello there, I haven’t seen a human in this forest in ages.” 
That isn’t either. 


Tommy whirls around at the sound of the voice. Standing in the middle of the clearing is a 
man, or at least something trying to appear as one. 


His disguise is good, Tommy must admit, with two eyes and normal brown hair that curls 
around his ears. His skin is pale and his smile is kind. A simple pair of gold rimmed glasses 
sits on his nose. 


But Tommy didn’t spend hours reading those dusty text books for nothing. Some creatures 
just can’t get past their innate need for perfection. 


The man looks a little too perfect to be anything human. His skin is flawless, no signs of age 
or scars in sight. His hair isn’t moving with the breeze and Tommy’s willing to bet there’s a 
pair of pointed ears hiding beneath it. His features are sharp and clothing expensive. No 
noble would willingly walk through an unexplored forest wearing his best coat, especially 
one that’s embellished with golden embroidery. Jewels decorate his fingers and neck, glinting 
in the dying light. Each one is probably worth more than Tommy’s life. 


That’s a fucking fae if he’s ever seen one. 


Immediately, any warmth in his body evaporates at the realisation and tension seizes his 
shoulders. He looks down at where the creature stands. A ring of mushrooms is sat in the 
middle of the clearing, the fae at the centre. Tommy hadn’t even noticed the red and white 
fungi when he walked in, having been disguised in the long grass. 


Oh, gods. He could have accidentally stepped into it. Then what? 


To make things even worse, his soul is screaming at him. It’s the equivalent of a child finding 
out that their parents just bought them a puppy, jumping up and down, and squealing with 
excitement. Unfortunately, he can’t deny what it’s literally yelling into his ear. 


He’d never imagined what the feeling would be like, hell, he had spent his entire life hoping 
to not feel it at all. He wasn’t expecting it to be so in his face and obvious. 


This fae is his soulmate. 
“Well fuck.” 


The fae narrows his eyes, assessing. Every nerve in Tommy’s body is currently at war, with 
one side wanting to run the fuck away while the other wants him to approach his soulmate. 


Fuck that. 
“T beg your pardon?” 
Well this is off to a dandy start. 


Tommy clears his throat. “I’m sorry, you startled me. That’s all.” The rules of how to speak to 
the fair folk run through his head. 


Always be polite when dealing with the fae. 
Don’t ever lie in their presence. 

Be wary of your wording. 

Remember, they can’t lie but they will find loops. 
Never say thank you. 

Good luck! 


The fae hums. “Well, it wasn’t my intention to startle you. Tell me, who are you? So I know 
who to direct my apology to.” 


“I’m just a boy from the village,” Tommy responds, answering the question while dancing 
around the intent of it. 


The fae’s eyes spark with the recognition of a challenge. Tommy won’t be so easily beaten at 
this game, no matter that it’s his first time playing. “Oh come on now, that can’t be all you 
are.” A sharp smile spreads across the fae’s face. 


“It’s who I am.” 


“That’s a shame,” The fae says, resigning surprisingly quick. “It’s not often I see humans on 
this side of the border. Especially not children.” 


“Oi! Pm not a child!” Tommy can’t help but feel somewhat offended at the words, briefly 
forgetting to keep his voice polite. He may not be an adult, but he's no child. 


“But you called yourself a boy,” The fae points out. “That means you are a child, does it 
not?” 


Damn the technicalities. “If we’re getting technical, I’m still a boy. But I’m not a child 
anymore. You know what a teenager is, right?” 


“A slightly older child.” 


Tommy inhales sharply through his nose. This guy is getting on his nerves. “Are all fae this 
insufferable?” 


Immediately, Tommy wants to take it back, if only because he doesn't feel like getting cursed 
today. But to his surprise, the fae barks out a laugh. It sounds like ringing bells and wind 
chimes on a summer day. 


“That’s an awfully bold thing to ask, especially to me.” 


“It’s an honest question,” Tommy defends. “You don’t see me asking for your age. It’s a bit 
of a rude question, innit?” 


“I suppose it is,” The fae concedes. 


Tommy nods, praying to the gods for this interaction to end. “Well, I’d better get a move on. 
Time stops for no man, not even me.” He turns to go but the fae stops him. 


“Before you go, I have one question.” 
Gods-fucking-dammit. He can’t have one thing go right for him today. 


Tommy turns, hesitant. He can’t deny the fae a question, it might be considered rude and he’d 
have to do something to make up for it. When it comes to the fae, the punishment never fits 
the crime. For mildly offending a fae, you could end up being their servant for the next 
millennium. 


“Alright,” He says, already dreading it. 


“What exactly brought you to this part of the forest? You're from the village so I’m sure you 
know where the border marks are,” The fae says, tilting his head. Tommy finally takes note 
of how ungodly tall this motherfucker is. Tommy is a cool six feet but this guy has to literally 
look down at him. 


“I got lost,” Tommy answers honestly. “I didn’t notice where I was until I couldn’t remember 
the way back.” 


“Lost?” There’s a mischievous grin on the fae’s face now and Tommy feels a rock drop in his 
stomach. “So you don’t know your way back home?” 


“I’m sure I can figure it out,” Tommy tries to sound confident but it falls flat. There’s no way 
he’d find the border before dark and he’d rather not get stuck on this side of the forest when 
night falls. The old folktales of foolish children getting eaten by the creatures of the night run 
through his head and send a shiver down his spine. He knows they’re just stories, but they 
scare him all the same. 


“Then let me propose a deal,” The fae says. Shit, Tommy walked straight into that one. “I can 
point you the way to the border.” 


“What do you want in return?” Tommy asks. He will agree to nothing yet. 
“Not much, just to know how old you are.” 


Tommy’s brain blanks for a solid moment. What kind of weird ass half baked deal is that? 
There has got to be ulterior motives, something shady and weird underneath the question. 


“My age?” 

“Yes, your age.” 

The confusion in his head only furthers. “Are you aware of how fucking creepy that sounds?” 
“I’m merely curious,” the fae says innocently. Tommy narrows his eyes. 


He can’t for the life of him figure out the gain from this deal. What does the fae want with his 
age? Names hold power over an individual so it’s understandable why a fae would strive to 
take that from a person... But age? 


The sun is setting and he doesn’t have much of a choice. “I’m sixteen.” 


The fae’s mouth splits into an unmistakeable shit eating grin. “So I was right, you’re just a 
child.” 


“T’m not a fucking child!” Tommy explodes. “Did you ask that just so you could be a prick? 
Oh my gods, forget the shifty deals, I bet humanity doesn’t deal with fae because they’re all a 
bunch of assholes.” Fuck the rules, this guy sucks . “Insufferable, rude, fucking-” 


“Would you like to know the way out or are you going to keep insulting me?” 
Tommy glares at him. The fae looks completely unperturbed by Tommy’s rant. Bastard. 


He huffs. “I’d like to know the way back to the border.” At this point, let the fae curse him. 
At least Tommy can have the satisfaction of calling him a prick to his face. 


The fae points over Tommy’s shoulder with a jewel studded finger. “Head in a straight line 
that way. You should reach the border within the hour if you’re fast.” 


Tommy takes a deep breath, calming down. “I appreciate your help,” he says. 
“Of course,” The fae replies. “Little children shouldn’t be out past their bedtime afterall.” 


Before Tommy can say anything, the fae vanishes back to whatever realm he came from, the 
only evidence he was there is the faint chime of his laughter lingering on the breeze. 


Tommy spins, huffing angrily and storming in the direction he was pointed. 


What a fucking bitch. 
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“Oh, Tommy,” Clara’s sickly sweet voice drifts from the kitchen. “Could you come here for a 
moment?” 


She only ever sounds like that when she wants something from him. Tommy sighs and 
abandons the stuffed toy he’s repairing, stuffing strewn about the table. Sally had taken her 
favourite stuffed animal (a salmon for some unknown reason) into the fields to play. 
Apparently, she and her friends were playing toss with it and the seam snagged on a rough 
piece of grass, leaving a long tear. She’d been inconsolable until Uncle promised that Tommy 
would have it fixed before bedtime. 


A severe lack of a thimble and eleven pinpricks later, the seam is nearly fixed. 


The mouth watering smell of food wafts from the kitchen where Clara is preparing lunch. Not 
for Tommy, of course, he’s stuck with the stale bread they never finished from last month. 


Clara is his oldest cousin and the spitting image of her mother but with the toxic personality 
of her dad. She sounds like the sweetest young woman you’ll meet, but Tommy learned a 
long time ago that it’s just a front. She’s never on his side. 


“What do you need, Clara?” He enters the kitchen, feeling the heat from the oven nearly 
suffocating the room. 


His cousin wipes her hands on her apron, leaving behind smudges of flour. Her sleeves are 
rolled up to her elbows, exposing the soul mark that wraps around her wrist. 


“Tommy, I’m making mushroom stew tonight but we don’t have enough mushrooms,” She 
says. 


“Do you need me to go into the market today?” Tommy sighs, already dreading having to 
argue with whichever farmer to lower the price. 


“Oh, no. I was thinking more like...” She heads over to the pantry and grabs something from 
the bottom of it. Next thing he knows, a wicker basket is flying at his head. “Foraging!” 


Tommy just stares at the basket in his hands. “You want me to find you some wild 
mushrooms?” 


Clara nods. “They taste better in this particular soup.” 


Tommy frowns. That’s bullshit and she knows it. But he doesn’t have much choice in the 
matter unless he wants her to go crying to Uncle about how Tommy isn t pulling his weight 
around the house. 


“How about this,” Clara says, folding her hands in front of her. “If you can fill the basket Pll 
give you an extra portion of dinner tonight. I promise.” 


That certainly sweetens the deal, even though a double portion for him is a normal portion for 
the rest of them. 


“Deal.” 


Kk K 


How the shit is there no mushrooms anywhere in this godsdamn forest? It’s been a couple 
hours by now and he’s found a total of two small clusters, barely filling the basket. 
Everywhere he turns, it’s like the mushrooms heard he was coming and grew legs to run 
away, just to fuck him over. 


It’s been nearly a week since he’s last been in the forest, since he met the fae. Nothing out of 
the ordinary has happened so it’s probably safe to assume he didn’t end up secretly cursed. 
Nice. 


He carefully looks over a mossy log, finding nothing but a couple of beetles hiding in the 
bark. It’s much cooler today than last time he was here. Pale grey clouds have overtaken the 
sky and given the forest a more dreary appearance. Uncle suspects that it might rain tonight 
and Tommy agrees, he can smell it on the breeze. 


Twigs break under his boots as he traipses further in, getting more and more frustrated with 
his search. 


While he wanders, his mind ambles back to the interaction with the fae he had last week. 
No, the interaction he had with his soulmate. 


It’s been plaguing his thoughts every night. He’s officially met his soulmate and he isn’t 
entirely sure how to feel about that. His logical side and emotional side have been having a 
civil war in his head about it, not being able to agree on a course of action anymore. 


During the entire conversation, the fae made no indication of knowing Tommy is his 
soulmate. Maybe the feeling is different for fae, but who’s to tell? Tommy didn’t bring it up 
and the fae made no mentions of it whatsoever. 


For now and probably forever, Tommy’s going to say nothing at all. 


If anything, he should be avoiding the trees at all costs, but he can’t get rid of the yearning in 
his chest to go back to that ring of mushrooms in the overgrown clearing. 


Mushrooms... 


An idea forms in his head. A stupid idea, but an idea nonetheless. 


There ought to be many mushrooms growing in the depths of the old forest. He remembers 
seeing them growing by the dozens up the side of the pines and peeking out from the 
underbrush. 


His stomach growls and the bad idea wins. 


He picks his way through the trees and towards the border, remembering the way he took 
back from last time. Within no time, the rocks are in sight. 


Tommy hesitates at the line. Once he crosses over he’s at the mercy of whatever is on the 
other side. 


Fuck it. He’s done it once before and hey, if he gets mauled to death he doesn’t have to go 
back to his uncle. 


He crosses the border and marches into the trees. The trek to the clearing takes less time than 
before, since now he has a mental map to get there, but that stupid fucking feeling is back. 


It’s not as intense as last time, but it’s there, lurking in the crevices of his brain. He can feel it 
buzzing with anticipation at the thought of seeing his soulmate again. He pushes it way down. 


He doesn’t want to see that fae ever again. Disregarding the fact they’re soulmates, the guy is 
all around fucking annoying. 


The clearing is quiet when he finally finds it, the grass swaying with the wind. 


Tommy takes a few short steps towards the centre, wary this time of the ring of unassuming 
mushrooms. “Hello?” He calls out. The rustling of tree tops is the only reply. 


No one responds so Tommy counts that as a win. 


Keeping to the edges, he picks his way over to a cluster of oyster mushrooms growing on the 
trunk of a moss covered tree. Just as he suspected, they seem to grow by the dozen here, with 
clumps of them scattered about the trees and even some honey mushrooms growing among 
the roots. He pulls out his pocket knife and eagerly begins harvesting them from the moss 
and placing them into his basket, watching as it slowly but surely fills up. 


His day has turned around immensely with his findings. With every clump added to the 
basket, the phantom aroma of simmering stew seems to waft around his head. 


Gods, it’s been so long since he’s had a good bowl of stew. 
Of course a certain fae bastard had to come and ruin his good mood. 
“Back so soon?” The fae says from his place in the ring, scaring the bejesus out of Tommy 


and nearly making him drop the basket. He whips his head around, an entirely unimpressed 
look on his face. 


“In the name of the fucking Scribe!” Tommy exclaims, glaring at the fae who meets his scowl 
with mirthful eyes. “You could have given a man a warning you know.” 


The creature looks exactly the same as last time. Same stupid hair. Same stupid glasses. Same 
stupid coat. 


“It’s rare enough to see a townsfolk in this forest, even rarer for the same one to come back 
twice. Didn’t your parents teach you any better?” The fae taunts, his tone lighthearted. 


Bringing up the trauma already? Damn. “They did, but they’re also dead. How nice of you to 
remind me of that,” Tommy snarks back. “Oh no, there’s a kid in the woods! Let’s go ahead 
and assume he’s got living parents, why don’t we? Oh fuck! Now he’s traumatised. Look 
what you’ve caused.” 


Tommy’s sudden dramatic burst makes the fae pause. Clearly, he wasn’t expecting him to 
suddenly become possessed by the soul of a low budget actor. 


To his discomfort, the fae remains silent. He says nothing either, allowing for nothing but the 
sound of rustling branches to fill the air. Tommy shifts from foot to foot, unease skittering up 
his spine like a barrage of beetles. The fae looks like he’s studying him, dark eyes reading the 
script of his miserable life. 


Tommy clears his throat. “Well, if you’re not gonna try to trick me or, I don’t know, demand 
my first born child, then I should really get going.” 


That snaps the fae out of it. He blinks, mouth hung open for a second as he seemingly 
searches for his words. The thought almost makes Tommy laugh. Almost. 


“Why did you return?” The fae finally asks. 


Tommy shrugs. “Convenience, I guess.” He holds up his basket full of mushrooms. “Looking 
for ‘shrooms and remembered there were some in this clearing.” 


The fae slowly nods at his explanation, once again wearing a thoughtful expression. It was 
honestly starting to get on Tommy’s nerves a little bit. Always thinking, looking at him like 
something to be studied. Perhaps, in the eyes of a fae, he is. He doesn’t dwell on the thought. 


“Well,” Tommy draws out the last L, trying to think of how to escape this conversation. He 
got lucky with not getting cursed the first time, and frankly he’s not worried about that now, 
but the awkward silences are taking at least five years off his life span. “I should go.” 


“What’s the rush?” The fae says, melodic voice swirling with the wind. “You left so quickly 
last time, we barely had time to chat. Please,” he gestures to the grass just outside of the ring. 
“Sit for a while.” 


Internally, Tommy screams in frustration. You can’t just refuse a fae. Begrudgingly, he sits on 
the cool grass, keeping a fair distance between himself and the ring. He’s far enough away 
that if the fae were to try and grab him, he’d have to lean far over the edge. 


The fae settles on the grass within the ring, the edges of his elaborate coat fanning out behind 
him like the feathers of a peacock. Tommy’s eyes can’t help but trace the embroidered 
patterns. Golden threads weave shimmering pictures of fallen leaves and shooting stars, all of 
it highlighted with glowing silver. It’s gorgeous and intricate, something eerily similar to the 
images on his arm. 


His soul hums at the thought. He mentally bitch slaps it away. 


His eyes trail up to the fae’s. The fae has rested his elbow on his knee and chin in his hand, 
watching with quirked lips as Tommy admired the handiwork of his coat. 


“What are you looking at?” Tommy snips, unthinking. But as per usual in their conversation, 
the fae barely reacts, merely raising an eyebrow. 


“Are you always this... fiery?” The fae smiles, tapping a ringed finger against his chin. 


“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. Truly, who’s to say?” Tension has settled itself into his 
shoulders, digging in with its harsh grip. If he weren’t trying to maintain the facade of calm 
he’s sure his shoulders would be up at his ears, taut like a wire ready to snap. 


Everything about this fae is weird, Tommy has decided. Not like it was a hard conclusion to 
draw. The fact he wasn’t cursed in their first interaction was strange in and of itself. The way 
his eyes spark with intrigue every time they land on him. The lack of trickery. Even his 
laughter in place of anger or annoyance. 


That’s not even mentioning the fact the fae is his soulmate. That is so fucking weird by itself 
that he’s just going to gloss over it for a minute. 


And of course, the fae fucking notices. 


Something... soft enters the fae’s eyes. Sweet like their honey colour. The edges of his smile 
smooth out and Tommy finds himself wanting to relax at the sight. Ah, but good ol’ survival 
instinct still recognizes the predator wearing it. A wolf dressed as a sheep is still a godsdamn 
wolf. 


“Relax,” the fae’s voice is light, comfortable and familiar, like a fresh summer breeze ruffling 
clean linens on the clothesline. It settles over his shoulders, loosening the tension just a little. 
“I’m not going to do anything to hurt you.” 


Tommy looks up at him, doubt dwelling in every crevice of his expression. 
“You say that, but I find it rather hard to believe.” 
The fae hums, musical and airy. “Alright, then tell me, Sunshine, am I a liar?” 


Tommy’s train of thought almost crashes. That was a lot crammed into one sentence. 
Impressive, honestly. That’s a lot to unpack and he’s not sure what to tackle first. The 
challenge? The not-so-subtle threat? The nickname? 


Tommy furrows his brow, staring back at the fae but not meeting his eyes. He doesn’t really 
need to think all that hard to come up with an answer. 


Fae are a lot of things, but they aren’t liars. 

“No,” Tommy concedes. “You aren’t a liar.” 

“Then trust PI keep my word.” 

Right, Tommy internally snorts. Trust a fae. It’s a death sentence to trust these beings. 
“Ok,” Is what he says. 


The fae smiles again, another one devoid of sharp edges and instead lined with something 
annoyingly gentle. “Good. That’s good.” 


Tommy nods. “Yeah, good.” A pause. “Also, what the fuck was that?” 

The fae startles. “What was what?” 

“You know, the fuckin’” Tommy waves his hand in a circle. “Nickname and shit?” 
“You mean sunshine?” 


Tommy pointedly ignores the warmth that threatens to bloom in his chest and the resounding 
cheer of his soul at the name. “Yeah, that.” 


The fae chuckles. “Well, I don’t know your name so I had to get creative.” 
“And you somehow landed on Sunshine?” Tommy scoffs. 


“It made sense,” the fae defends himself. He gestures at Tommy’s bright blond hair. 
“Sunshine just seemed to fit.” 


“I’m sure you could do better than that,” Tommy leans back, looking upwards as though deep 
in thought, staring straight through the pines. He tilts his head back down. “Hear me out, how 
about you call me,” pause for dramatic effect. “Big Man Supreme.” 


The fae suddenly barks out a laugh before smothering it just as quickly. Tommy can’t help 
but grin as he recomposes himself. 


“Fuck no.” 


“Why not?” Tommy argues, a new lightness in his voice and weight off his chest. “It’s a great 
name! You simply lack taste.” 


“That is the most childish name I’ve ever heard and I’ve heard some strange names in my 
lifetime,” the fae says. “I think PII stick with Sunshine for you. Unless,” he leans forward, 
grin sharp yet playful. “You want to give me your name.” 


“Not a chance,” Tommy fires back instantly. “Believe it or not but I quite like my name and 
would like to keep it.” 


“Suit yourself,” the fae leans back again. “But I’m sure we could arrange quite the deal if you 
change your mind.” 


“TPI keep that in mind,” Tommy says. “Like, on the back burner... of the extra stove... in the 
basement... in an abandoned house.” 


“You sure?” 
“Positive. Unless, of course, you want to give me your name?” 


The fae rolls his eyes, the corners of his mouth curved upwards. “You aren’t getting my 
name, you gremlin, but you may call me Soot.” 


“Soot,” Tommy wrinkles his nose. “And you have the audacity to insult Big Man Supreme. 
What kind of a name is Soot?” 


“And you have the gall to call me a rude, insufferable, bastard to my face,” the fae grins. 
“And it’s a better name than whatever it was you suggested.” 


“Big Man Supreme. Get it right.” 


Soot chuckles, rich like the Earth. His eyes crinkle behind his golden glasses, focused on the 
blond in front of him. If Tommy were going insane, he could trick himself into thinking there 
was something almost fond hiding within them. 


But he’s not. 


Above them, the clouds roll in, dark and heavy with rain. The wind swirls around them, 
rattling the branches and running through the tall grass, causing ripples and waves as though 
they were water in an ocean. 


The smell of the coming storm hits Tommy’s nose and he looks up, finally noticing the 
looming clouds. 


“Shit,” he hisses, standing up and grabbing his basket. There should be more than enough 
mushrooms to satisfy Clara in there. Decent variety too. “I need to get home.” 


“Do you remember the way to the border?” Soot asks, standing with him. 


“Yeah, I should be fine. I’ve just got to hurry. It was nice talking to you.” He turns and rushes 
to the edge of the clearing, wading through the waving grass and wildflowers. 


“Goodbye, Sunshine. P1 see you later,” Soot calls out behind him. 
Tommy pauses right before the trees. . 


Later. It sounds like a promise. 


A shudder runs down his spine. He can feel Soot’s dark eyes on his back, watching him 
leave. 


“Uh, bye!” Tommy yells before booking it into the thick of the forest. 


From the direction of the clearing, he can hear the faint echo of wind chimes carried on the 
wind. 


I’m never coming back, Tommy vows as he heads back to the border and the safety just 
beyond. He should just forget everything about Soot. Forget his smile and his laugh, the way 
his soul mark hums every time he sees the fae. 


Soot is dangerous. It’s for the best if he never steps foot in the trees ever again. 


Liar, his soul laughs at him. Silly little liar. 


Chapter End Notes 


Fun fact: I started writing this back in October but got stuck because I could not for the 
life of me write dialogue for this that I actually liked. BUT I finally got around to it and 
got the first chapter done. 
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Chapter Notes 


Could I have split this into two parts? Yes, but I'm impatient so enjoy this mega chapter 
instead. 


Warnings: Child abuse, child neglect, suicidal thoughts, descriptions of injuries (not 
graphic) 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


There is only one explanation as to why Tommy would ever find himself back in the forest; 
drugs. It’s the only possible reason. Yup, someone poured some nasty shit into the water 
supply and it's the singular way you’ll ever find him stepping foot near those ancient trees. 


Going back would be the epitome of stupidity. 
As it turns out, Tommy is rather stupid. 
Stupid four times over apparently. 


“Anddd... that’s how you do it!” Tommy holds his hands up proudly, showing off the 
complex string configuration hung between his fingers. 


Against all odds, he’s back in the clearing and sitting across from Soot once more. The day is 
bright, with the sun spilling through the pines, casting mid-afternoon shadows across the 
wildgrass. 


Soot narrows his eyes at Tommy’s hands before looking down at his own. Stretched between 
his own ringed fingers is a tangled amalgamation of what used to be a piece of string. “I think 
I did it wrong.” 


Tommy lowers his hands with a light scoff. “You forgot to go under-over-under, big man. 
That’s why it looks like that.” 


Soot presses his lips together. He jerks his hands outwards a few times, pulling the string 
extra taut. “Somehow, I doubt that’s the issue.” Regardless, he follows Tommy’s advice and 
does the under-over-under method with his thumbs. Unfortunately, it doesn’t produce the 
desired effect. The whole thing twists even more and Soot drops it entirely, a loud curse 
echoing from his mouth. 


“You're telling me this is a children's game? What child would find this entertaining?” The 
fae complains, rubbing the slight indents the tight string left on his fingers. 


“Oh come on, Cat’s Cradle isn’t that hard,” Tommy snickers. He pulls his thumbs under- 
over-under then drops his pinkies, forming an ‘X’ between his hands. “See?” 


Soot merely glowers at the string as though he’s trying to decide if it’s possible to curse a 
piece of yarn. 


Tommy chuckles and drops his string before leaning back on his elbows, face turned upwards 
towards the sun. A small flock of songbirds flutter overhead, hopping between the trees in 
search of seeds and bugs. It’s the fourth time he’s come back to the clearing now. The fourth 
time he’s broken his personal little vow to never return. He’d lasted a whole two days before 
he’d caved and found himself standing before the border. 


Personally, if one were to ever ask, he isn’t quite sure why he’s back. Those original 
encounters had been a fluke, a mere necessity so that he could get a proper dinner. The 
lumber and mushrooms granted him the reward of a meal, coming across a fae was basically 
just an annoying side quest. 


However, the truth is that he wanted to return. He craves the calm of the forest. The way the 
plants grow unencumbered under his feet instead of trapped within pristine flower boxes He 
misses the choir of birds that sing as he completes his chores and the smell of the wild. It is 
everything his daily life is not. There’s no entitled family members waiting to pounce or 
charred metal ready to blacken his lungs. 


Just peace, quiet, and tentative safety. 


Because Tommy could have stuck to the village’s forest. The forests were divided for good 
reason but he chose to go deeper to where no villager would find him. 


And truthfully, he wanted to see Soot. 


He’s said it before and he will say it again; Soot is weird as fuck. For a creature whose whole 
shtick is tricking humanity, he’s made surprisingly few attempts to do so. After the whole 
name thing, he just sort of... stopped. He’s made no serious attempts to deceive Tommy. He 
always shows up within ten minutes of Tommy stepping even a toe in the clearing, greeting 
the boy with a jovial hello every time. 


It should be a red flag, a reason for Tommy to keep his guard up. It could be an elaborate 
trick, you know? Get him comfortable to the point he stops looking over his shoulder then 
strike when he’s vulnerable. 


Somehow, that doesn’t feel like the case. 


Look, Tommy is the last person to call himself an optimist, but he really wants to let himself 
have this. Soot is nice, to put it simply. When he’s not making jabs and jests he's... 
comforting, for lack of a better word. 


Tommy frowns, contemplative, as a breeze trails gently over his face, bringing with it leaves 
and dried grass as autumn climbs to her apex. 


Maybe it’s the severe lack of kindness that’s been plaguing his life (gods, what a depressing 
thought), but he’s drawn to Soot and his clearing, for better or for worse. He’s drawn to his 
soft smile and gentle eyes. Drawn towards his words that hold no venom within them and to 
his listening ear. 


It’s everything he’s desired and never got. Ever since his mother’s death he’s stopped looking 
for positive attention from others, succumbing to the notion that he is a boy made of thorns 
that no one wants. A rose bush stripped of its flowers. 


Being around the fae, being able to banter and release even just a little of everything he has 
pent up should scare him shitless. 


Yet, it doesn’t. 
“What are you thinking about?” 
Soot’s voice draws him out of his thoughts. 


Tommy levels his head so he can look back at him. He brings a hand up to rub the crick that’s 
formed in his neck from looking upwards for so long. “Why do you want to know?” 


“You’ve been unusually quiet,” Soot says. “Besides, I’m curious as to what goes on in the 
mind of Big Man Supreme. A penny for your thoughts, if you will.” 


“Ha ha. I’m surprised you even know that saying. I thought fae didn’t know about human 
shit,” Tommy says, looking pointedly at the abandoned string. 


“What can I say? I’m well travelled.” 

Tommy huffs. “Well, if you’re dying to know, I was thinking about you.” 
“Really? What about me?” 

“About how you can’t even figure out a basic children’s game.” 

“It’s harder than it looks!” Soot defends as Tommy laughs at him. 


“What’s it like knowing you can’t even beat a piece of string? Couldn’t be me.” Tommy’s 
smile stretches further across his face as Soot shoots him a lighthearted glare. 


“In my defence, you said it is a children’s game. It makes plenty of sense as to why you’d be 
good at it.” 


“Oy!” 
It’s Soot’s turn to laugh at Tommy while he pouts. 


“Don’t fuckin’ laugh, I reckon I could take you.” Tommy jumps up and assumes a fighting 
position, fists poised by his face and knees bent. “Come at me, bitch!” 


Soot rises to his own feet. He rolls his eyes at Tommy’s antics, a light smile playing on his 
lips. “Please, you’re practically a twig.” 


“I’m hearing a lot of talk, Soot. You wanna prove it?” 


Soot heaves a long and very tired sounding sigh. Then without warning he jumps forward, 
planting his feet just before the ring and swiping his hand outward, weakly grabbing at thin 
air. Tommy leaps away with a scream that quickly devolves into wild laughter. He starkly 
ignores the way his heart spikes when Soot’s hand comes near him. 


Dread tugs at his stomach but Tommy does his best to stamp it down. Soot is joking. Tommy 
knows that. There is far more than an arms length of space between them. Soot couldn’t have 
grabbed him if he tried. Still, that doesn’t stop his heart from twisting at the thought and his 
instincts telling him to back away even further. 


Tommy is reasonably sure that Soot isn’t going to hurt him but he’s also very aware of how 
quickly that could change. 


He likes Soot but he doesn’t quite trust him. 


Soot pulls his hand back and steps away from the edge of the ring, a grin of his own plastered 
on his face. He shrugs, defeated. “Oh well, I tried.” 


Tommy scoffs. “That was you trying? Come on, you can do better than that!” 
“You could always give me your name,” Soot suggests. “Then we could duel it out properly.” 


“That’s such a cop out! Why don’t you come over here and fight me like a man?” Tommy 
taunts, a Cheshire grin on his face. Soot frowns at him, clearly unamused but with no real 
heat behind it. “Oh wait, you can’t. Bested by a couple of little mush- OW!” A pinecone 
whacks him directly on his forehead. 


Damn, Soot’s got aim, Tommy will give him that. A resounding cackle leaves the fae as 
Tommy dramatically slaps a hand against his forehead. 


“What the fuck, man?!” Soot doesn’t reply, too busy laughing like a prick at Tommy’s pain. 
Tommy grabs the pine cone off the ground and attempts to hurl it back. He misses by a wide 
margin and that only makes Soot laugh even harder. 


“I take it,” Soot gets out between breaths of laughter. “I take it that means I win?” 


Tommy scowls at him. He jabs a finger in Soot’s direction. “I want a rematch. That was foul 
play.” 


He almost regrets those words as he sees Soot lean down to grab another pinecone. 
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It’s a fleeting thought but Tommy briefly wonders if cracking Jared on the back of his head 
with a bar of iron would kill him. He isn’t gonna do it, obviously, that would be severely 
illegal, but for a moment he considers it. If not to hear the sweet sound of silence. 


Anything, literally anything would be better than having to listen to Jared attempt to flirt with 
some girls who’d stopped by. Now, Tommy isn’t the most charming bloke himself, but for 
fucks sake at least his game isn’t the fact that his father is serving him a career on a silver 
platter. With all he talks, one would assume that Jared knows everything there is to know 
about blacksmithing. 


Fun fact; NO. 


He doesn’t know jack about shit if it doesn’t directly correlate to bragging rights. The amount 
of times Tommy has witnessed Uncle nearly have to physically wrestle Jared into shutting the 
fuck up long enough to learn the trade is almost absurd. 


Tommy grips the broom tighter and glares at the large dust pile accumulating. He tries to tune 
out the sound of high pitched giggles and Jared’s non stop boasting. 


His levels of self control are rather impressive, if he says so himself. 


He could waltz up to them and start regaling the girls with the tale of how Jared is lactose 
intolerant, and spent the entire previous evening shitting himself because he decided that 
cheese was more important than his bowels. 


But he won’t. 
And that’s true restraint. 


Another round of giggles bursts out and Tommy decides he’s had enough. In a smooth 
motion he sweeps the dust pile under one of the lower workbenches and leans the broom 
against it before making his escape into the back room. 


He closes the door with a sigh and leans against it. He swipes a hand across his sweaty brow. 
Despite the cool season, the inside of the smithery is always hotter than the depths of hell due 
to the forge. 


The same forge that currently has no one manning it since Uncle had personal business to 
attend to, leaving Tommy and Jared alone. Most days he’d make Tommy run the errands but 
today was special, he supposes. Although given that Tommy feels like he’s in the process of 
melting, he wouldn’t have been opposed to being an errand boy today. 


He pushes himself off the door and stumbles over to the window. It takes a second of fighting 
with the old latch but he manages to get it open, allowing for a blissfully cool breeze to enter 
the small room. 


A shuddering sigh of relief leaves him as he slumps to his elbows, leaning heavily on the 
windowsill. He relishes in his quick break, taking deep breaths of fresh air and enjoying the 


smell of the rain. 


The day is dreary. It’s been raining since the early morning. Grey clouds have overtaken the 
sky and the wind dances between the falling leaves. People rush about outside, shielding 
themselves with umbrellas and hats while children jump into the massive puddles with no 
reservations. As the day went on the rain slowly let up into a steady drizzle, drumming gently 
on rooftops and running like tiny rivers through the gutters. 


Tommy inhales deeply and closes his eyes. He loves this kind of weather. When he was a 
child he considered it the worst thing to ever happen. His mother would always fret about 
him getting a cold and the grass would be uncomfortably squishy and too wet to play games 
by the time it was over. 


But now there’s a sort of peace to it. 
The quiet thump of something landing on the ledge makes him open his eyes. 


Beside him on the sill sits a brown cat. Matter of fact, it’s the same cat he’d helped weeks 
ago. 


Ever since he had defended the cat from the two little demons he calls cousins, he found that 
he had gained himself a feline shaped stalker. The tom had shown up at the window of the 
smithery one day and simply refused to leave. At first, Tommy had tried to shoo him away 
due to the dangerous conditions. The last thing he needed was for the cat to jump up on a 
workbench and cut himself on a tool. Plus, Tommy is still at least eighty-five percent sure 
that the cat has an owner somewhere and they probably wouldn’t appreciate their kitty 
coming home smelling like smoke. 


But as he learned, the cat is a stubborn motherfucker. How he manages to contain so much 
spite and passive aggression into such a small body, Tommy will never know. 


Regardless, Tommy gave up the fight rather quickly and the cat has become a frequent 
visitor. 


“Hey, little man. How have you been?” Tommy scratches behind the cat’s ear, smiling as he 
leans into it. 


Despite trying to chase him away at first, Tommy has come to enjoy the cat’s company. 
Beside his Uncle, who could blow a gasket at any given moment, and Jared, who pawns all 
the hard labour off on Tommy, the cat is a welcome companion. 


A small purr rumbles from the cat’s chest as he pulls away from Tommy’s hand and jumps to 
the floor, rainwater dripping from his long coat. 


“Dude, I just swept that!” Tommy complains, shutting the window. The cat pays him no mind 
and leaps onto a nearby stool, one that he claimed as his stool since he started showing up. 
Tommy grabs a towel laying on a table and tosses it at the cat who lets out a startled meow. 


Tommy can’t help but chuckle. “If you wanna be in here, you’ ve gotta be dry,” he says, 
moving to towel off the cat. The cat lets out a few grumbles in protest but doesn’t resist. 


Tommy’s just finished up when the door to the room suddenly swings open, startling both 
him and the cat. Jared stands there looking pissed. 


“Tommy,” He grits out. “What the fuck is this?” He holds up a twisted piece of metal that 
Tommy thinks is supposed to be a horseshoe. 


Tommy gives the most dead inside stare he can manage. “Iron.” 


Jared exhales heavily, clearly three seconds from throttling him. “It’s a horseshoe, smartass. 
Why the hell isn’t it finished?” 


“Oh, I don’t know, Jared. Maybe because it’s been sitting on your workbench all day and, 
what was it that you told me? If you ever touch my workbench I'll feed you to the pigs.” 


“Well we need this and eleven others done by tonight so get off your ass and do your fucking 
job.” 


“Now, I’d Jove to do that but unfortunately I take three to five business days to process 
dumbass requests that are not my goddamn problem. I'll get back to you next week.” 


That pisses him off. Jared stalks up to him, barely restrained anger in every step. He leans in 
close and Tommy wrinkles his nose at his rancid breath. “I’d think twice before you talk back 
to me like that,” He hisses. “You forget that I own this place. P11 make you regret it.” 


Tommy laughs at that. Full on, near maniacal sounding laughter right into Jared's face. Jared 
steps back, surprised at his reaction. 


He really shouldn’t do this, egg his cousin on just to see how far he can go. But Jared is such 
an easy target. A ball of insecurities that can be unravelled with a slight tug on the right 
string. 


He inhales quickly, catching his breath. “Oh fuck off. You don’t own shit, Jared.” Anger 
twists in Tommy’s stomach, a specific anger that sparks into a roaring flame whenever he’s 
around his older cousin. 


Jared growls. “Shut the hell up or else-” 


“Or what?” Tommy taunts. “Or else what? Are you gonna go tattle on me? Is that it? Are you 
gonna go tattletale to daddy? Are you incapable of fighting your big boy battles so you need 
your daddy to do it for you?” 


The slap is audible and not surprising. A stinging pain stabs into his cheek as his head 
wrenches to the side from the force. 


A loud yowl sounds from beside him and a brown blur shoots past. The next thing he knows, 
Jared is screaming. He stumbles back into the doorframe and Tommy can’t help but wince at 
the sound his skull makes when it collides with the wood. The cat has latched onto Jared's 


pant leg like a leech with claws, hissing and yowling the whole time. Jared kicks his leg 
frantically, trying to fight off the furry attacker but having little success. 


Finally he manages to push the cat away enough to grab its scruff. He hurls the animal at 
Tommy’s chest, who barely manages to catch him. 


Jared quickly stumbles out of the room, cursing so crudely it would warrant a smack on the 
mouth. Blood drips down his shins, leaving behind bright red droplets on the shop floor and 
the tatters of his pants. The door slams shut behind him, rattling a few tools hung on the wall. 


“Huh,” Tommy says dumbly, not sure what he just witnessed. He looks down at the cat in his 
arms who’s staring up at him with wide golden eyes and looking as smug as a cat can get. 
Tommy scratches gently under his chin. “Vicious fucker, aren’t you?” 
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Soot should really consider hiring a gardener, in Tommy’s most humble opinion. Not that the 
clearing is ugly in any way. It has a certain je nais se quois about it that only nature can ever 
really capture. But if he has to trod through one more prickly bush he just might shank 
someone. 


In the many times Tommy has made the trip to the clearing, a small beaten path has begun to 
form where he usually enters. A flattened entrance to an otherwise wild clearing walled by 
underbrush. A homage of sorts to how often he ends up here. 


Tommy keeps his gaze locked on his hand. A small ladybug has made him her perch, 
skittering across his fingers and palm with seeming curiosity. It tickles whenever she moves 
and Tommy can’t help the light giggles that escape him when she makes the grand adventure 
off his hand and up his arm. 


His sleeves are rolled up to his elbow to account for the warmth of the afternoon. The 
weather has been on and off, and unpredictable this autumn so Tommy wants to savour the 
better days when he can. Frost has begun to make its appearance in the early mornings, 
decorating the earth like a fine dusting of glitter and signalling an approaching close to the 
season. 


“Sunshine,” Soot whines from the faerie ring, trying to pull the boy’s attention back to him. 
The ladybug on Tommy’s arm chooses that moment to fly away, twirling up into the treetops. 


Tommy glares at him. “You scared her off.” 
“Maybe she just had somewhere to be.” 


As always, they’re sat well apart. Soot confined to his ring of amanitas and Tommy resting a 
few feet away among a small patch of wildflowers. 


Despite his earlier sentiments, Tommy has come to look forward to any time he can spare for 
the clearing. Any opportunity he has to escape from his family he takes in a heartbeat, 
making an immediate beeline for the forest. With each visit his hesitancy in crossing the 
border dwindled into nothingness. The route to the clearing has been soldered into his brain 
to the point he could walk it in his sleep, and finds himself walking it many nights within the 
depths of his dreams. 


It’s like a second home at this point. One where he can sit in peace and not worry about life 
as a whole, the world compacted into the here and now and nothing more. 


Tommy idly brushes his hands over the flowers, feeling the soft petals beneath his fingers as 
they sway with the breeze. 


“Maybe she could sense how needy you are and bailed before it was too late,” Tommy 
rebuttals to Soot, who looks rather amused. 


“I’m not needy.” 
“Yes you are. And whiny too.” 
“But I wanna hang out with you,” Soot pouts, playing it up for dramatics. 


“Deal with it.” Tommy plucks a few of the wildflowers and starts twisting their stems 
together. He’s seen Clara try and teach Sally how to twist them into crowns and brooches, 
and while he’s not a master at it he’s not half bad either. 


“Sunshine,” Soot chimes from the ring. Tommy ignores him. “Gremlin. Child. Most 
annoying person in my life.” 


Tommy hums, paying no mind to the fae. Damn, these stems are small and fragile. He does 
his best to not break them. 


Hears a long, aggravated sigh come from Soot. 

“Big Man Supreme?” 

Tommy looks up. “Yes?” He plasters an innocent smile on his face. 

Soot sighs again, something he does quite a lot in Tommy’s presence. “Really?” 


“Just because you don’t understand the utter brilliance that went into the name doesn’t mean 
you get to shit on it. Like, come on-” Tommy continues on for a while, spewing on and on 
about everything and nothing, not letting Soot get any word in. Not that he’s trying 
particularly hard to interrupt Tommy’s stream of conscious ramblings. A smile plays on his 
face, that same soft look in his eyes. 


Tommy waves his arms in the air almost comically as he explains more about butterfly 
migration habits. He thinks they’re pretty neat bugs, though they don’t come close to the 
natural beauties that are moths, his all time favourite bugs. He and his parents used to sit 


outside and watch them fly around the lantern on the porch. Anytime he finds one, he dubs it 
Clementine. There are at least a couple hundred Clementine’s who have lived over the years. 


He finally stops to take a breath and looks at Soot, but Soot has stopped paying attention. 
Rather, his focus has shifted from Tommy’s ramblings to his collarbone. 


His clearly bruised collarbone. 


Tommy realises a moment too late that his shirt had shifted to reveal them. He quickly slaps a 
hand over the area, wincing when he accidentally hits a rather tender one. But Soot has 
already seen more than enough. 


“Where did you get that?” The fae asks, a chill entering his normally pleasant tone. 


“Where did I get what?” Tommy feebly tries to play it dumb, knowing damn well that 
strategy is lousy at best. Maybe in some idyllic world, Soot would be like many others before 
him and simply nod at the lame excuse before carrying on with his day. 


Unfortunately, this world is far from idyllic. Soot isn’t a blind fool. He has just enough 
compassion to ask. And he is, to the depths of his soul, a fae. 


Belatedly, Tommy realises upon seeing any last dredges of humour drain from Soot’s face, 
replaced by a look carved from the heart of a glacier, that he just lied to a fae. 


He tries, he truly does, to forget the imbalances between them. That no matter how often they 
laugh together at the stupidest of things, no matter how many times Soot has sat through his 
long winded explanations of his current interests, there will always be a gaping chasm 
between them. One that can only ever be bridged by the building of tentative trust. However 
that trust can be sent off kilter at any sudden reminder as to why the gap is there to begin 
with. 


The very reason Tommy took hesitance in calling him a friend and great fear in calling him 
his soulmate. 


If Soot retaliates, Tommy stands no chance. No amount of textbooks and studying can save 
him from the wrath of a fae. 


Displeasure is written across Soot’s features. “Tell me the truth.” 


Panic crawls up his throat, strangling anything he might have to say to try and take back the 
words. They say don’t lie to a fae for a reason, even a fib could give them the grounds of 
offence. 


And Soot looks pissed while he awaits Tommy’s response. 


Tommy tries to answer, tries to force out the words but his throat has closed, leaving his 
mouth opening and closing like a goddamn fish. His mind races, spurred on by wild 
possibilities of what awaits him if he can’t form an answer in time. 


His eyes are blown wide as his heart and lungs are seized with sudden terror. Every muscle in 
his body tenses as though coming to the unanimous decision to run. 


He moves on nothing but surges of adrenaline. His body springs upwards in a sudden motion, 
sending him tumbling backwards and away from the ring, from Soot. He doesn’t get far, as 
his heel hits a rock and he goes crashing right back down to the dirt. 


The sudden movement is what seems to snap Soot out of it, 


“Hey, wait, wait, waitwaitwait, ” Soot’s own voice takes on a note of panic as he finally 
registers Tommy’s fear. The way his eyes remained trained on him and his breathing stutters 
with every breath. 


Soot surges from his spot and collapses at the edge of the ring, hands reaching out but not 
close. The ice in his eyes has melted into something desperate, as though he finds Tommy’s 
fear devastating. 


“T’m not going to hurt you. I would never,” Soot says it with conviction, like a falsely 
accused man professing his innocence. 


Tommy tries to take in gulps of air but to no avail. His lungs are adamant in rejecting any 
intake of oxygen and his legs are still tight with the urge to get the fuck away from here. 


“I-I don’t... I didn’t mean-” He stammers, pressing a hand against his heaving chest. His 
teeth clench until it’s almost painful while the first wells of tears gather on his lash line. 


“Sunshine,” Soot tries to soothe, making barely a dent in Tommy’s instinctual panic. “I 
promise you, I’m not going to hurt you.” 


Despite feeling like his respiratory system is on the verge of implosion, he feels the way the 
promise washes over him and takes root in his brain. It’s like a blanket that’s been laid out in 
the sun wrapping around his frayed nerves, calming and warm, protecting him from the 
monsters in the closet. 


His next breath is a little more even than the last and his head allows for a moment of rational 
thinking. 


What was that rule again? Oh yes, the fae are a lot of things but they are not liars. They keep 
their promises. 


“T swear it on the Lady Herself, you’re safe here,” Soot continues, watching carefully as 
Tommy’s breathing slowly returns to normal and his heart beats steadily once again. 


He inhales deeply, chasing the last remains of his fear from his body. “Okay,” Tommy 
whispers. “Okay. I’m ok.” 


Soot looks doubtful, concern and traces of guilt hiding in the creases around his set lips. Any 
remains of his previous anger have been washed away entirely, replaced with an expression 
that does not look as though it belongs on an immortal, magical being. 


His distress is near palpable. It’s in the way his eyes survey Tommy for any injuries sustained 
or a sign that he might descend into another panic attack. 


The silence between them stretches for longer than Tommy would like. It’s so unlike how the 
past few weeks have been and more akin to their first meetings. Carefully watching one 
another for who will move first, and dancing with words and phrases to avoid the ensnaring 
properties of a well crafted sentence. 


He hates it. The silence feels foreign now, unwelcome in the space it used to live. He shifts 
his weight uncomfortably on the grass, unsure of how to break the tension. 


Thankfully, he doesn’t have to. 
“T’m... sorry,” Soot speaks first. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 


And Tommy finds that he believes him. Maybe he shouldn't. Maybe he’s the biggest fucking 
moron on this side of the country, but he doesn’t try to chase or deny the fact that he believes 
Soot. 


The past few weeks have been some of the best in his recent memories and he refuses to 
believe that any of it was fake. He doesn’t want to and so he won’t. The kindness was real. 
The laughter was real. The regret in Soot’s eyes is real. 


Tommy nods and Soot takes it as a sign to carry on. 


“T wasn’t angry at you. I’m not angry at you, not at all. I’m,” He pauses briefly. “worried if 
anything. I just- what happened to you, Sunshine?” 


Tommy rubs his hand across the splotches of yellow and purple. “It’s just... well... I pissed 
off my Uncle. He’s one of those you ll speak when spoken to blokes and I mouthed off at 
him.” 


“So he beat you?” 
Tommy grimaces. “Yeah. It wouldn't be the first time.” 


A wounded noise comes from Soot. Tommy can see some of that angry fire spark back into 
his eyes, though this time contained. “You don’t deserve that.” 


Tommy exhales heavily, a certain weight settling upon his shoulders. “Yeah. Yeah, I know.” 
Soot looks at him as though he can see the boulders upon his back. 

“Do they hurt?” Soot asks quietly. 

“A little,’ Tommy admits. 

“May I heal them?” 


There’s a pinch of wariness that comes with the question, but Tommy pays it no mind. 


“You don’t have to, but I’d hate for you to be in pain if I can fix it.” 


Tommy nods and scoots towards the ring. It’s the closest he and Soot have ever been, the 
closest Tommy has ever allowed him to be. Regardless, he moves until he sits right in front of 
Soot, far less than an arm's length away. Soot gives him an encouraging smile, unknowingly 
coaxing a bloom of warmth to grow in Tommy’s chest. 


Up close, Tommy can better see the freckles that dot his face like small flakes of gold 
permanently fused into his skin. He can make out the precise cut of the gems hanging from 
his ears. 


“Alright, that’s good. I just need you to give me your hand,” Soot says, extending one of his 
hands. 


Tommy briefly stills at the idea but reminds himself of what Soot promised, what he swore. 
Sure, it’s vague enough for Soot to spin a whole separate truth about how the promise didn’t 
include not pulling him into the ring, but Tommy doubts Soot would pull a stunt like that at 
this point. 


He looks down at his left hand, more specifically the ring around his pointer finger. The iron 
one given to him by his aunt before she passed. 


Carefully, he slips it off and puts it into his pocket before placing his hand in Soot’s. 


Soot places his other hand over it, effectively sandwiching Tommy’s hands between his 
palms. A faint orange glow arises from them, much like the aura of golden hour when the sun 
dips below the horizon. 


Warmth blossoms from the point of contact. It’s a warmth that Tommy has come to associate 
with the fae in front of him, drawn forth by little more than smiles and encouragement. It 
travels up his arm to the sites of the ugly marks, swirling around the tender areas in a mindful 
manner and easing away the ache. 


Any last remaining tension in his body drains away at the pure relief that floods through him, 
almost causing him to slump forwards like some kind of ragdoll. It’s been a long, long while 
since he’s been able to exist in his body without something aching in the background. Some 
remnant of a painful bruise or a sore back from hours of work. 


The thought makes tears well up in his eyes. How sad is that? Existence has become an 
expanse of never ending hurts that don’t have an end in sight. Sure, he can try to leave at 
eighteen but where would he go? How would he support himself? He has nothing to his name 
and would die in the mountain passages trying to leave before he ever found a place to settle. 


Tommy tries to focus his mind away from the thoughts. He settles on the sensation of how 
Soot’s hands feel against his. Soot’s hands are soft, not the hands of any kind of labour 
worker. His skin is flawless and his nails are perfectly manicured. A stark contrast to the grit 
that’s settled under Tommy’s bitten nails and his calloused palms. 


Soot rubs his hands against Tommy’s in a soothing manner, trying to help calm the inner 
turmoil the boy is facing. 


Tommy squeezes his eyes shut, a few traitorous tears falling down his cheeks. He tries to 
relish in the soft touch. 


When was the last time someone touched him without the intent to hurt? 


A hand lands on his face, palm cradling his cheek. He cracks his eyes open to look at Soot 
through the blur of tears. 


The fae gently rubs his thumb against Tommy’s cheekbone in a repetitive motion, wiping 
away the stray tears that fall down his cheeks. The motion is repeated on his hand, running 
over his knuckles. 


Soot’s face is, well, sad, to put it simply. Hurting for the boy in front of him. His mouth is set 
in a frown and his eyes betray his concern and something more. 


“Never again,” Soot says softly, not stopping his ministrations. “I want you to come to me 
whenever this happens. I want you to tell me if they hurt you again.” 


It’s nearly overwhelming, hearing someone so blatantly wish to look out for him. Having 
someone touch him so gently. Having someone Jove him. 


Because that’s what it has to be, right? It’s what it feels like. That look in Soot’s eyes, it’s the 
one his mother had when he told her some kids had been bullying him. Her attention was 
solely on him, for him. It’s the look of wishing to make your child stop hurting but knowing 
there is only so much you can do. 


His mother loved him, that’s a fact. 
Is it possible that Tommy is loved by a fae? 


More tears spill down his face and Soot does his best to catch every one. His other hand 
comes up so Tommy’s face is cradled in both his palms. 


Loved by a fae, what a scary thought. 


“It’s okay, Sunshine,” Soot pulls his head forward and rests it against Tommy’s. “It will all be 
ok.” 


Loved by a fae, by the gods, does he want it. 
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In the transition from autumn to winter, Tommy doesn’t think he’s ever felt so warm before. 
His visits to Soot are as frequent as ever and his family continues to give zero fucks about 
what Tommy does in his spare time. It’s fantastic. 


But, despite everything, there is still one glaring issue that Tommy would rather not address; 
the whole we're soulmates thing. He wonders how it’s supposed to work in the long run. 


That’s the issue. He’s happy now but this happiness is horrifyingly temporary. It will be 
snatched away from him one day and all the warmth he knows now will disappear into 
nothing. 


Tommy still fears the idea of Soot knowing, but not for the same reasons as before. He isn’t 
afraid that Soot will hurt him, that’s not the problem. 


The problem is that he doesn’t want him to leave. 


I know, right? It’s an entire one-eighty from his earlier assumptions that he might get his soul 
eaten. Once upon a time he would have fallen to his knees in celebration that the fae had 
finally decided to leave him the fuck alone. Rejoice that he could live his miserable life 
without an added sword hanging above his head. 


But now, if Soot were to leave it would break Tommy’s heart. 


It’s such a real possibility, that even without knowing they’re soulmates Soot could decide 
that he doesn’t want anything to do with a human teenager anymore. He could up and leave 
without a word and Tommy would not be able to follow. 


It’s like he’s riding down the banner of a spiral staircase. Long, out of control, and barely 
staying on the railing. His thoughts are everywhere, once again. 


Suppose Tommy tells Soot that they’re soulmates, what would Soot think? What would he 
say? 


There is no doubt in Tommy’s mind that Soot would consider leaving. A human and a fae as 
soulmates could never work for so many reasons. But the simplest reason of all is the fact 
that Tommy is mortal and Soot is not. 


Tommy has asked in passing how old Soot is and Soot gave him the vague answer of “A few 
hundred years”. 


Soot is already far older than Tommy will ever be. Why would you want to keep someone 
around if they’re just going to die in the end? Soot would be saving himself the heartache by 
abandoning Tommy. 


It feels like his own epic tragedy, like the ones he’s read about from great authors and poets. 
Only this is his real life. Tommy can feel the way his soul aches for the acknowledgement of 
its other half. The way it reaches out desperately, trying to grab hold and complete the bond. 
The way it hums and screams when the fae is around. 


He wonders if it’s the same for fae. Tommy knows that somewhere under all of the fine 
drapes Soot calls clothes that there is a soulmark that matches his own. Human knowledge on 
fae soulmates is limited to a single paragraph in temple textbooks. He remembers reading it 
when his parents made him study the book they received from the priestess (his mother 
burned the book when they moved). 


He wonders and wonders but will never ask. 
Instead, Tommy takes a deep breath and focuses his attention on the story Soot is telling. 


Soot, Tommy has come to find, is a hell of a story teller. But he guesses that’s inevitable 
when you happen to be old as dirt. Tommy has asked a couple of times about Soot’s life, 
what he does when he isn’t making friends with children he’s found in the woods, and Soot 
eagerly jumped on the opportunity. Ever since, he’s been a fountain of information about the 
lands beyond the magical veil. 


According to Soot, the faerie lands are vast and teeming with cultures that no human has 
recorded. Folklore that is unlike any he’s heard before. There’s Courts ruled by High Fae, 
centred around the natural seasons and cycles. 


Soot comes from the Autumn Court and was accepted into the Court of Winter later in his 
life. He found his family there and the ensuing centuries have been blissful. 


The tales Soot tells about his family are the most fun to listen to. Recalling the epic 
adventures that his father used to go on in his youth before settling down. The victories his 
brother has won over countless opponents. It’s thrilling, if not a bit envy inducing at times. 


Soot has a family who he clearly adores. He’d be fine if Tommy were no longer around. He’s 
survived centuries without him, surely, never knowing about his human soulmate wouldn’t 
matter in the long run. 


“Are you alright?” Soot stops his story when he notices Tommy spacing out. 
Tommy blinks, shooing away the thoughts. “Hmm? Oh, yeah. It’s nothing to worry about.” 
Soot clearly doesn’t believe him. No doubt picking up on the white lie. “Sunshine-” 


“It’s not a big deal,” Tommy insists before Soot can get another word in. “If it becomes one, 
I'll tell you.” He silently prays that Soot accepts it and won’t push. He likes to think that he’s 
an iron wall when it comes to keeping his thoughts in but he knows if Soot were to start 
pushing this issue those walls would crumple like paper. 


There’s been a few incidents already where Tommy has returned to the clearing with cuts, 
bruises, or burns. Many of which he didn’t particularly feel like elaborating about. True to his 
word, Soot healed him. Each time gently taking his hands and letting the magic do its job. 
He’s never once made a move to hurt him and Tommy can’t help but fall into his waiting 
hands every time. 


Though with each injury, Soot has questions. He doesn’t prod too deep or go too personal, 
but he’s curious. His eyes always spark with the beginning flickers of rage when Tommy 
reveals the blooms of sickly yellow and purple. 


Tommy hates prodding. He doesn’t like when people push him for information without 
considering the fact it isn’t any of their goddamn business. But when it comes to Soot, 
Tommy finds that he answers his questions with long tangents about how shitty his life has 
gotten. 


He doesn’t know why. He’s never been this free and upfront about personal information 
before, to anyone. Maybe it’s the effect of having bottled it up for so long. Maybe it’s the 
simple fact that someone finally cared enough to ask. Whatever it is, Soot now knows all 
about how Tommy’s family treats him. The harsh punishments. The scolding and mocking. 
The hard labour in the forge. Just this afternoon, while Soot was healing a burn he’d gotten 
when he accidentally fumbled with a piece of hot metal, Tommy vented about how his Uncle 
refused to let him bandage it. He had to “tough it out like a man” in order to learn to not be 
clumsy in a work environment. 


Soot listened. He didn’t ask anything this time, just held Tommy’s hand for a little longer as 
he calmed down. Embarrassingly, it worked. 


Dear Lords, Tommy will up and run out of this clearing if Soot tries to ask why he’s worried 
right now. 


“Ok, fine,” Soot says and Tommy breathes a sigh of relief. He can avoid emotions for today. 


He relaxes a bit, shoulders slumping forward as he picks at the grass, releasing some nervous 
energy. 


“Stop that.” 


Tommy huffs a laugh. “What? You afraid I’m gonna ruin your real estate value or 
something?” 


“Maybe I am. It’s hard to trick people when you live in a pigsty.” Soot lightly swats at 
Tommy’s hands. As retribution, Tommy decides to throw his small handful of grass into 
Soot’s face. 


Soot immediately starts sputtering, spitting out the few blades of grass that managed to get in 
his mouth and ruffling his hair to loosen the pieces entangled in it. Tommy just laughs at him 
while Soot scowls. Though beneath that scowl, there’s something disgustingly soft when he 
hears Tommy laughing, even if it’s at his expense. 


When he finally quiets down, that’s when Tommy finally takes notice of the sky. He’s been at 
the clearing for a few hours now and he doesn’t exactly keep a watch on him. 


“SHIT!” Tommy leaps to his feet as he realises just how dark it’s gotten. Uncle's rules echo 
through his head; he needs to be home by sunset or else there will be consequences. 
Normally he is pretty good at abiding by this rule, but time got away from him today. 


“PII see you tomorrow!” Tommy shouts as he dashes into the trees, not giving Soot a reason 
for his frantic departure. 


Hopefully, he can spin some sort of excuse that’s good enough to lessen whatever Uncle will 
do. 


But as always, it’s wishful thinking. 


A couple hours later and the sun has gone down, plunging the cellar into near total darkness. 
His entire body aches, worsened by the shivers that wrack his body. 


Uncle was, predictably, pissed off when Tommy arrived home. He yelled. Tommy tried to 
defend himself. He got thrown down into the cellar. 


Literally, thrown. 


It’s some sort of miracle that he didn’t break something or get punctured on a rusty nail. The 
stairs into the cellar are an inspector's nightmare. Creaky, rotting, and two of them are straight 
up missing. 


Tommy feels like he hit every single one on his way down. 


The cellar is fucking awful. Dark and dank, and it smells like something died in the walls. 
Given how little the family tends to come down here, Tommy doesn’t doubt that there’s 
probably a few animal corpses decomposing somewhere within the shelves. 


After peeling himself off the floor, Tommy had scrounged around until he found a lantern 
that, blessedly, still had some oil in it, along with a pack of matches. It’s his only light source 
and doesn’t illuminate the area very well but it’s better than nothing. He ended up curling up 
next to it in a corner. 


The walls are covered in grime. They look like they contain seven different plagues so 
Tommy has rightly decided to not touch them. The floor is coated in dust and the wooden 
shelves are as rotted as the stairs. There’s a few jars sparsely distributed along them, 
containing pickled produce that is probably as old as the house itself. On one wall there is a 
small window of sorts that’s high up. It’s been boarded up with planks to prevent squirrels 
and raccoons from getting in. But like everything else in this hole in the ground, the planks 
have decayed, forming a hole in one corner. Silver moonlight streams in through the opening 
whenever the clouds break. It is, sadly, far too small for Tommy to even hope to squeeze 
through. 


It’s also cold. 
Bitterly cold. 


Tommy blows air onto his hands as the lantern flickers. His entire body is trembling. His 
fingers and toes went numb a while ago and the outside wind whistles past the hole in the 
boards. Uncle gave him nothing when he pushed him down the stairs. He only has the clothes 


he was wearing during the day. Clothes that are not meant for withstanding the nighttime 
temperatures of early winter. 


He curls up tighter, trying to conserve any sort of body heat. He’s like, ninety percent sure 
his Uncle threw him down here to freeze to death. The familiar spark of anger and fear lights 
within him. 


Fuck this family and this town and everyone in it. If he survives the night, he might take a 
match to the smithery, see how far it burns before someone puts it out. 


Another harsh shiver runs through him. He wouldn’t be surprised if his lips are blue. He’s not 
moving but he feels completely drained of energy, all of it going to making sure his organs 
don’t shut down. 


Through the gap, he can faintly see a few snowflakes float from the sky. 
Wonderful. 


Tommy closes his eyes, exhaustion washing over him. He wants to sleep. He probably 
should. Tomorrow will come sooner if he does, but he also might just freeze to death. 


You know, going in his sleep doesn’t sound too bad. 
A deep sigh leaves his chapped lips and he settles down the best he can. 


A few minutes later, his tentative peace is interrupted by scratching noises. At first, Tommy 
assumes it's some animal that’s taken shelter from the coming snow in the cellar. The 
scratching continues and he soon realises it’s coming from the window. 


Cracking open his eyes, Tommy waits for them to adjust while he stares at the gap in the 
boards. 


Peering at him through the gap, is the brown cat. 
“Hello?” Tommy’s voice is hoarse. “What are you doing here, little man?” 


The cat paws at the opening for a moment before trying to push his head through. It’s a tight 
squeeze, pulling the sides of the cat’s face back and making him look ridiculous. He retreats 
back outside before forcing his way into the hole again, this time with more force. 


Tommy watches, concerned, as the cat attempts to get through a couple more times, before 
finally succeeding. The fall from the window to the floor is not very high and, as cats do, he 
lands perfectly on his feet. 


Tommy remains curled up in a ball as the cat stalks over to him. Moving feels like a 
monumental effort right now, so he can’t even lift his hand to pet the cat’s head. 


“Not sure what you’re doing here,” Tommy croaks as the cat stands next to his head. “But 
you’re welcome to stay, I guess.” 


The cat immediately takes the invitation. He leans down, nuzzling his nose against Tommy’s 
cold cheek before rubbing his head against him. The cat is warm; really warm and Tommy 
feels like he could melt into a puddle. The cat moves to where Tommy has curled his arms 
tight against his body and nudges at them until Tommy loosens up just a little. The moment 
he does, the cat forces himself into them, pressing against Tommy's chest and cuddling up 
directly under his chin. 


Tommy moves his arms so that he’s hugging the cat closer, absorbing more of the warmth. 
Maybe it’s because of how cold he is, but the cat feels like a furnace with endless warmth to 
give. He gives a sigh of contentment and lazily scratches behind the cat’s ear as he slowly 
warms up. The cat tries to burrow further, pushing into his chest as though trying to warm 
him up faster. 


Tommy giggles, sleep threatening to overtake him now that his limbs are thawing out. He 
strokes down that cat’s back and presses his face into his fur. 


“G night,” He mumbles as he slips into dreamland. 


When he wakes up, the cat is gone but the lingering warmth remains. 


38 2K K 


It was a small mistake but that’s all it took. He broke a cup, the most textbook don t fucking 
do that in Uncles house ever. From the moment the glass shattered on the floor, it took Uncle 
mere seconds to appear in the doorway of the kitchen, rage splattered across his ugly face and 
a vein already popping out of his forehead. 


The day had been gruelling. More snow had fallen over the past couple of days and Uncle 
had decided to give Tommy the task of clearing the pathways. He wanted the paths by the 
house and the one that stretches in front of the smithery completely clear by an hour past 
noon at the /atest. Somehow Tommy managed to get it done but by the end of it his hands 
were blistered and frozen, and his whole body was weighed down with exhaustion. He wasn’t 
sure if he had the energy to go see Soot today. 


Tired and thirsty, he’d gone into the kitchen for a glass of water. Unfortunately, his hands 
were still trembling when he tried to pick it up, causing it to drop and shatter. 


Uncle stares at the mess of shards scattered across the floor, his face getting redder than the 
devil. A snarl curls his lips. 


“You stupid, fucking BOY,” he stomps forward and grabs Tommy by the collar, throwing him 
back towards the doorway and into the living room. 


Tommy manages to not fall and stumbles back until his knees hit the couch. The familiar 
feeling of fear jumps into his throat, his eyes blown wide. He needs to get out, right fucking 


now. 


He turns and tries to run, to put the couch between him and his Uncle at the very least. 
Unfortunately, Uncle catches the hood of his coat. 


Immediately, Tommy starts thrashing, trying to dislodge Uncle's grip on his hood so he can 
get away. But working as a blacksmith for years means that Uncle is not a small man, not by 
a long shot. 


“LET ME GO!” Tommy screams and snarls, like a wild animal in a snare. He claws at 
Uncle’s hands, kicks backwards at his knees and shins. Anything to keep him from getting 
any closer. He hears footsteps pound down the stairs, his cousins coming to witness. 


Uncle’s grip is unyielding, pulling hard against Tommy’s efforts to move forward. 


Tommy fights harder, twisting and turning, this time not to make Uncle let go but to get free 
of his coat. 


Thankfully, He undid it when he came in. 


He manages to twist enough to get one arm out, then he drops like a rock. His other arm 
comes loose and he immediately scrambles to the far side of the room, moving behind a 
chair. 


The front door is behind him, but Uncle is still too close. The door opens inwards, and that 
loses him precious seconds to get away. 


His heart is pounding, adrenaline coursing through his body as his chest heaves. His legs are 
trembling, still in the halfway state of warming up but still feeling frozen solid. 


Clara and Jared are on the stairs, watching closely. Clara’s eyes are blown wide and Jared has 
positioned himself in front of his sister, eyes trained on Tommy and just as wide, full of anger 
and confusion. 


Uncle is still holding his coat. His knuckles are white with how tightly clenched it is in his 
fist, fingernails digging into the red fabric. He’s staring as well. 


Uncle isn’t making any moves towards him and that scares Tommy even more. He’s never 
just stopped. If anything, Tommy slipping away would enrage him even more, make him 
more brutal. 


It’s then that he realises that they aren’t just staring at him, rather, at something specific. 


Tommy refuses to take his eyes off of them for a second, but he notices the distinct chill in 
the air despite the fire going in the fireplace, the way the hair on his arms raises. 


Oh. He wore a short sleeved undershirt today. 


His stomach drops like a boulder and dread takes its place in his gut. His entire being screams 
at once in cruel realisation. His breathing hitches. He wants nothing more than to keel over 


and throw up what little food is in his system as the world crashes down around him. 


He doesn’t turn to look at it, but his soul mark must look so beautiful glittering in the 
firelight. 


“What,” Uncle seems to get over his shock first. “The fuck is that?” 


Tommy doesn’t answer. There’s none to give. He gapes at him, a strangled sort of noise 
comes out of his mouth as his head races to figure out what to do. The truth is off the table 
but he has no excuse either. 


He’d been so confident that no matter what, he could keep this secret. He’d been doing it all 
his life and didn’t truly consider the possibilities of if it all came crashing down. Sure, he’d 
played with some possibilities late at night when he couldn’t sleep. He imagined being 
chased out of town. He imagined going to live off as a hermit deep in the mountains where no 
one would find him. But he never thought of what he’d do in the exact moment someone 
found out. How he’d react or what he would do. 


He just knows that he’s never been more scared in his life. 


“Oh my gods,” Clara says from the stairs. Her sleeves are rolled up as they almost always 
are, proudly displaying her soul mark. “Is that a soul mark?” 


Jared scoffs, though his face displays his doubt. His eyes flicker between Tommy and his dad. 


“Well, is it?” Uncle demands at Tommy’s silence. Tommy shakes his head, not able to force 
out any words, denying it vehemently. 


But the sheer terror on his face must say otherwise. 


“Wait,” Clara pushes at Jared’s shoulders and they walk to the bottom of the stairs. “Wait a 
fucking minute.” She steps closer to where Uncle stands, squinting at Tommy’s arm. 


Her face suddenly morphs into one of realisation, mouth agape as she takes in a sharp breath. 
“What? What is it?” Jared asks. 


“That’s what mom and Aunt Clem were talking about,” She whispers, her mind no doubt 
putting pieces together while Tommy’s heart drops. 


“What are you on about?” Uncle says, turning to his daughter. 


She swallows. The shock on her face has turned into something more fearful. “It was years 
ago. We were all playing outside while mom and Aunt Clem were making dinner. I came in 
to grab my doll and I overheard them talking in the kitchen. It was Aunt Clem, she said she 
was scared and didn’t know what to do. I don’t remember all of what they said but I 
remember mom promised her that Tommy would be ok. She said that soul marks meant 
nothing unless you wanted them to. I went back outside after that.” 


She suddenly turns to her dad, grabbing his arm. “You called Aunt Clem paranoid and over 
reactive. Why?” 


Uncle frowns, drawing his brows together in thought. “She was a rambler,” He grunts. 
“Always going on and on about shit in the woods. I tried to tell her that those days are all 
behind us but she wouldn’t hear it. Huh, she even got your mom to start wearing iron and put 
daisies on every available surface. A nutcase. Why?” 


Tommy doesn’t even have a chance to react to the way Uncle talks about his mom, flay him 
for the complete disrespect, because Clara points at him again. 


“Fae repellent. Iron and daisies, and that is not a human soul mark.” 
Tommy grasps over his soul mark, hiding it beneath his hand but it is far too late. 


Uncle snaps his head to look at Tommy, a new wave of anger colouring him all over again, 
intermingled with the smallest touch of fear. 


“Ts that what that is?” He demands, dropping the coat and moving to put himself between 
Tommy and his children. “TELL ME RIGHT THE FUCK NOW!” 


Tommy flinches back when his Uncle screams, gripping his arm tighter. Words are still 
lodged in his throat. Uncle seems to have made up his mind. 


Faster than Tommy can react he rushes forward, landing a hard punch to Tommy’s chest, 
knocking the wind out of him. He lands hard on the ground, tears immediately springing to 
his eyes and he desperately tries to breathe again. 


Uncle grabs him by the hair and throws him to the side, knocking his head against a side 
table and causing some of the trinkets to fall on the floor. 


“He’s probably a changeling!” He vaguely hears Jared shout despite the ringing in his ears 
and pounding in his head. 


“That true?” Uncle lands a hard hit to his cheek, splitting the skin. “Are you with those 
fucking monsters?” His hands find their way to Tommy’s throat, closing his airway. 


Distantly, he’s aware of sobbing that’s probably coming from Clara. 
He claws at Uncle’s hands, choking and gurgling as he tries desperately to inhale. 


“Traitor,” Uncle hisses. “Think you could live among us forever, did ya? Thought we 
wouldn’t find out about this infiltration? Let’s make you an example that humanity is not to 
be FUCKED WITH-” 


Tommy’s hands manage to find something that dropped from the side table, a wooden coaster 
by the feel of it, and slams it into Uncle’s temple, tipping him sideways and releasing his 
hands from Tommy's throat. 


Tommy inhales, harsh and greedy, sucking in as much as he can manage. 


Then, he’s moving. 


He surges up before Uncle can recover, running on nothing but adrenaline and the desire to 
live. He shoves past Jared and runs like a madman, not to the front door but rather a straight 
shot to the back. 


He barges through the door and into the snowy backyard. He can hear them behind him, 
Uncle yelling furiously and Jared chasing after him. 


He makes a break for the treeline. 


They’re following him, closer than he would like but he can’t make himself go any faster, but 
he also will not stop. 


He crashes through the thick foliage and branches, ignoring how they cut into his face and 
arms like stinging whips, leaving lashes on his cheeks. 


His chest heaves and burns with the effort of running. His lungs feel like they’re on fire as he 
has no choice but to inhale icy cold air into his body. It feels like his insides have crystallised 
into frozen sculptures. He was already exhausted from the labour of his day, this is too much. 


But he won’t stop. He can’t. They’! kill him and leave him for scavengers, claiming they did 
the town a great service by killing a changeling. 


He can’t stop. 


His muscles burn and strain with each step, his body pushing well past its limits to take him 
further and further into the woods, closer to the only safety he knows. 


They’re still behind him, heavy footsteps crashing through the brush. 


Blood drips down his face from his wounds, leaving a trail of scarlet drops in the white snow. 
The perfect trail for hunters to follow. 


Finally, he crashes through the treeline and into the clearing. The snow is untouched, pristine, 
as Tommy stumbles in, slowing his momentum. His chest burns like a wildfire, heaving with 
exhaustion and pain, and terror. 


In the centre of the clearing, untouched by the snow, is the ring. It forms a perfect circle of 
luscious green grass in the snow and the mushroom caps appear as red as ever against the 
white backdrop. 


Tommy barely manages to stop before it. 


He hears his Uncle and cousin enter the clearing behind him, not stopping their chase. If 
anything, they’re only further motivated upon seeing Tommy standing still, oblivious to the 
ring. 


Tommy jolts up, turning just in time to be met with Jared’s fist connecting with his nose, 
flinging him backwards. 


There’s a certain quiet to the forest in the wintertime. The bugs lay still under the snow as the 
animals move to their dens to hibernate. The snow muffles the world, leaving quiet and peace 
as life on Earth slumbers. 


But as Tommy’s back hits the grass, the silence turns deadly. 


There’s quiet, and then there is quiet. Like everything has gone still. In the forest, total 
silence is the most unnatural thing in the world. There is always something moving, wind 
rustling branches. 


It’s a dead stop. Like all of nature is waiting with bated breath and eager anticipation. 
The man and two boys are as still as everything else. 


“Jared,” Uncle says into the thick silence, his voice barely above a whisper. “Back away from 
the ring.” 


Jared does so immediately, backing towards his dad as Tommy lays helpless in the ring. Tears 
run from his eyes and blood gushes like a waterfall from his nose. 


Horror. That’s the only thing Tommy can feel. The grass beneath him is soft and inviting, yet 
meant for the purpose of trapping. 


For a moment nothing happens. 


Then, a dark chuckle rings clear in the all consuming quiet. It sounds like a knife being 
sharpened against stone, the promise of pain and uncontained rage. 


Behind him, a familiar presence appears. 
Tommy doesn’t turn around. He doesn’t even dare to move as Soot takes in the scene. 
The tension in the air is thick and the anger rolling off the fae is palpable. 


Silent tears trace down Tommy’s face as every fibre of his being screams at him to move. To 
up and run away from the enraged predator. But he couldn’t even if he tried. 


“Who are you?” Soot’s voice is thick, barely restrained. “And why are you in my forest?” 


It’s strange, seeing pure terror on Uncle’s face. He’s always been one of those alpha men 
types. He fears nothing and demands the respect of everyone around him. 


It’s a bit funny to see. A big strong man, shrivelled to nothing by the ire of a fae. If it weren’t 
for the situation, Tommy would make sure to mock the man like there’s no tomorrow. 


“I-I,” Uncle tries to compose himself, less trained in the ways of the fae. “We meant no harm. 
We didn’t even realise we were in fae territory. My deepest apolo-” Soot cuts him off. 


“I don’t care. You claim you didn’t know, despite the clear border marks dividing this 
territory from your own. You’ve stampeded into my clearing like a bunch of mindless hogs. 


You are nothing but intruders.” 
“I ’m sor-” 


“Enough. Yov’ ve greatly offended me by even being here,” He tilts his head, taking in their 
shaking forms. “I know about you. Were you aware? I know much about you, Blacksmith 
and Son.” He grins, something lined with sharp cruelty. “But perhaps you ’d like to explain 
why there is a child bleeding in my ring.” 


Tommy thought he'd seen Soot mad before, but apparently he’s been holding back. His Uncle 
looks like he is about to shit himself and Jared looks like he already has. Both of their faces 
have drained of colour, leaving the impression of stark white sheets. 


Not that he’s doing any better. 


Despite the pounding in his head, Tommy scrambles to his feet. His head swims as he rights 
himself, swaying unsteadily. 


“I’m sorry,” He gasps. His entire body is trembling and the cold stings his bare arms. “I’m 
sorry. I’m sorry. I-I didn’t,” He sniffs, losing any last dredges of composure as he breaks into 
sobs. “I’m so sorry. I-” He’s silenced by Soot’s hands cradling his face. 


He can’t see his expression through his tears but his hands are as gentle as always. His 
thumbs trace soft circles against Tommy’s cheeks, wiping away tears and trying to calm him. 


“Oh, Sunshine,” Soot murmurs, all traces of anger gone from his voice as he speaks to the 
distressed boy. “I’m not mad at you, not at all.” His gaze trails back up to glare at the two 
outside of the ring. “But I am furious with them.” 


“Please,” Uncle begs, a new found terror in his voice. “I’m sorry. We didn’t-” 


“Get out.” Soot’s voice is like ice crackling on a frozen lake, threatening to plunge those atop 
into a watery grave. “I will hear none of your excuses.” He straightens, looking dead at Uncle 
and Jared, as though he can see into their very souls. “If anyone of your bloodline is to step 
even a foot within the borders of my forest I swear it upon the Great Lady that your tongues 
will split in two so that you may never speak again. Your fingers will break and remain 
crooked and painful for the rest of your days. Now, get out.” 


They don’t need to be told again. They turn tail and make a mad dash towards the towering 
pines and the shadows beyond. However, Uncle pauses right at the treeline and casts a quick 
glance backwards at Tommy. 


“He is none of your concern anymore,” Soot says. “Leave. I will not tell you again.” 
Uncle disappears into the trees. It’s just Tommy and Soot left in the clearing. 


“I’m sorry,” Tommy starts babbling again, pushing out apologies past his chattering teeth. “I 
didn’t mean to step in the ring, I swear. It was an accident, I-” 


“Shhh,” Soot hushes him, voice soft and concerned. “It’s ok.” 


He moves his hands to Tommy’s shoulders and slowly guides him to sit back down on the 
grass. A blanket appears out of thin air, summoned by magic. Soot wraps it around Tommy’s 
shivering body and he immediately melts into it. It’s the softest blanket he’s ever felt in his 
life, a wonderful mix of sherpa and fleece that could keep him toasty through any winter 
night. 


Soot makes sure it’s secure around his shoulders before pulling him into his arms. 


Tommy goes boneless. It’s as though he’s made of jelly, the way he slumps against Soot. The 
fae wraps his arms around him more securely, holding him as close as possible. One of his 
hands finds its way into his hair, combing through it in soothing, comfortable motions that 
only relaxes Tommy further. Soot tucks his head under his chin and rests his cheek against 
the crown of his head. 


“It’s ok, you’re ok.” Soot continues to run his hand through Tommy’s hair and gently rock 
them back and forth. “You have nothing to fear, Sunshine.” 


Gradually, Tommy’s cries calm down to sniffles. He pushes his face into Soot’s shoulder, 
who holds him tighter in response. His entire body has gone lax, unable to hold itself up any 
longer due to the overexertion it’s experienced. But it’s ok, Soot seems entirely content to 
hold his weight for the time being. 


Tommy breathes in deeply, focusing on the warmth of the blanket and the hug. He sighs, 
closing his eyes and allowing himself to just be held. It’s been so long since someone has 
hugged him and, dare he say, he’s missed it. Missed the feeling of arms around him and 
fingers in his hair. He could almost cry at the feeling, hoping beyond hope that this never 
ends. His heart and soul are the most quiet they have ever been. 


Soot acts like a shield against the weather and wind, keeping Tommy tucked into his chest in 
such a way that he’s almost hidden. Slowly, his hand finds its way to the bruises around 
Tommy’s throat, brushing over them gently with a featherlight touch. With each brush, the 
aches fade away and the marks disappear as though they were never there. 


He then pulls back just enough to see Tommy’s face, cradling his cheek with one palm so that 
the boy looks up at him. 


His eyes are torrents of swirling emotions as he looks over Tommy’s face, seeing the bruising 
and his broken nose. Tommy can hardly look him in the eye, not wanting to see the hardened 
anger within them, even if he knows full well that it’s not directed at him. 


His nose is still bleeding and Soot thumbs it away as the cartilage in his nose carefully moves 
back into place. 


“Are you hurt anywhere else?” He asks gently. 


“He got me in my ribs earlier,” Tommy replies in an equally quiet voice. It’s like both of 
them are afraid to break the tentative atmosphere that’s surrounded them. “And my head hurts 
like a fuckin’ bitch.” 


Soot hums and pulls Tommy to fully rest against him once again. He closes his eyes and 
slumps against the fae. 


He tries to let himself fully relax, to ignore the world and just fall asleep in Soot’s arms. But 
there is a lingering distress in the back of his mind, crawling slowly up his spine to remind 
him. 


“I’m really sorry,” He whispers so quietly that if Soot weren’t a fae, he might not have heard 
him. “I didn’t mean to step in your ring.” 


“I know you didn’t, Sunshine,” Soot assures. “It was an accident.” 


“He punched me, that’s why I fell,” He snuggles into the fancy yet comfortably worn fabric 
of Soot’s coat. “Sorry.” 


“Stop apologising. You don’t need to.” 


Tommy can’t help the flutter of hopeful butterflies in his stomach. Entering a ring without 
expressed permission is a great atrocity to the fair folk. But maybe... 


“Does that mean,” Tommy dares to ask, to let that hope compel him to ask. “Does that mean 
you’ll let me go?” 


Soot stills, hand stopped in his hair. 


Immediately, all of the tension returns to his body, his muscles on the verge of straining by 
how tightly they’re wound. 


Fuck. 


His breath hitches as Soot doesn’t respond. The small bit of hope is mercilessly crushed in an 
instant. 


“No 29 


Fresh tears spring to Tommy’s eyes when Soot says that, horror and betrayal welling up and 
pouring over. The trust they’d worked so hard to build frays and snaps like overused twine. 

Tommy wishes that he could move, to fight the hold Soot has on him, but his body can’t go 

any further, so he lays still instead, crying more tears. 


“W-why?” Tommy manages to choke out. Soot squeezes him in a way that’s meant to be 
comforting but only feels further entrapping. 


“I’m sorry, dear.” Soot resumes his now meaningless attempts at comfort as Tommy breaks 
yet again. “I can’t let you go.” 


He feels pathetic. Crying, begging, hurting. Completely unable to fight back. He ran to the 
only person he thought he could trust and even that had just been a facade, a game to the fae. 
Never trust a fae. It’s rule number one and he had been so embarrassingly desperate for some 
sort of love and attention that he fell into it like the perfect little prey. 


“Let me go,” Tommy tries to move away with feeble results. Soot’s hold doesn’t falter. “Soot, 
let me go!” Tears pour down his cheeks as everything swells and crashes like the waves on a 
raging ocean. He feels restricted, trapped, and so so tired. 


“I can’t. I wish I could, but I can’t.” Soot’s voice is strained and remorseful as he pulls 
Tommy into his lap to prevent him from moving at all, wrapping his arms around his waist 
and shoulders. 


“Why not?” Tommy demands, almost hysterically. 


“Because I don’t know what will happen if I let you leave. Magic can be finicky and 
unpredictable at best, especially in regards to the rings. Intentional or not, you crossed a 
border you weren’t supposed to and that’s not something that can just go unpunished. If I let 
you leave this ring without proper compensation, you will be cursed. I don’t know how, but I 
know it will ravage your life.” He adjusts the blanket to be more secure and brushes a few 
strands of hair from Tommy’s forehead. “And I refuse to let that happen.” 


Tommy shakily inhales, trying to get a grip on his breathing. “What kind of compensation?” 
He knows the answer before Soot even says it. “Your name.” 

“No.” 

““Sunshine-” 


“No!” Tommy’s angry now, trying to override the panic so that he doesn’t completely give 
out. He gives his best effort to push back against the fae. “I-I can’t just- Fuck you!” His face 
contorts as he futilely fights to get away. “You’re a liar! You- you promised you wouldn’t 
hurt me! You fucking /ying-” He’s cut off by a strangled sob forcing its way out of his mouth. 


Hands grab his face, tilting his chin to look at Soot through blurry vision. He feels the fae 
wipe away his tears almost desperately. Soot’s expression is sorrowful, full of guilt and yet he 
still doesn’t release Tommy from his grasp. 


“I’m not a liar, please, I’m incapable of lying, you know that.” His face is full of grief, like 
Tommy is slipping through his fingers. “I haven’t lied to you. I wouldn t and I won’t.” 


“Then why? Has everything just been a fucking game for you? So you could get my name?” 
He tries to snarl but fails miserably. It comes out more pained than anything. He hurts too 
badly to do anything but cry anymore. 


Soot gently wipes away another bout of tears. “I’ve always wanted your name, Sunshine, but 
not like this,” He admits. “I wanted you to give it freely and of your own volition. I wanted 
you to trust me enough to have it. I’m so sorry it ended up like this. I’m so sorry that I’ve 
hurt you, that was never my intention. Names are the payment for trespassing on fae land and 
you will only hurt more if I let you leave.” He moves his hands from his face to rub soothing 
circles into Tommy’s back. Tommy doesn’t trust himself to speak, biting his tongue to 
prevent himself from making any noise. 


“You won’t be harmed,” Soot continues through Tommy’s silence. “I’ve promised you that 
before and Ill do it again. No harm will come to you. You will be safe and well cared for in 
the fae lands. You won’t spend another night cold, or hungry, and you’ll have anything you 
ask for. You’d be mine, my ward, and no one would dare to lay a finger on you. Just as well, I 
won’t let you go back to those bastards you call family.” 


Tommy isn’t sure what to think of that. Logically, and from every scrap of information he’s 
read, fae don’t lie. It doesn’t feel like Soot is lying. Not by the way he so easily locks himself 
into promises just to reassure Tommy’s fears and worries. Everything he said sounds too 
good to be true. It’s everything he’s wanted and more, and not going back to Uncle sounds 
like a pretty sweet deal (if somehow they even let him within a hundred metres of the 


property). 
“T don’t know,” He says into Soot’s shoulder. 


“That’s ok,” Soot reassures. “We can sit here for a while. I’ve waited this long for you, I can 
wait a little more.” 


Excuse me? It’s a massive leap to make but the sheer level of patience in Soot’s voice 
projects that he isn’t just referring to the past weeks. Ilogical, he knows, but it’s there. 
Something in Tommy’s brain finally clicks into place, humming eagerly as though to scream 
“Have you figured it out, dumbfuck?” 


He pulls back and looks at Soot, who is wearing the fondest smile anyone has ever given 
him, eyes shining as though he’s looking at the sun itself. 


Tommy stares back, eyes wide as the realisation dawns on him and his soul screams in 
victory. 


“You know,” He breathes. 


Soot laughs quietly. “My dear, I’ve known since the moment I saw you.” He reaches for his 
sleeve and tugs it up, revealing a pitch black soul mark that twists from his wrist to his elbow. 
A perfect match to Tommy’s own. 


Soot knows. Soot has known, apparently, that they are soulmates. Tommy isn’t quite sure if 
he should be elated or downright terrified. He reaches a sort of middle point; somewhere 
between “I could scream like I’ve just won a million dollars” and “PII have a heart attack and 
die right here so my dead body is your problem”. 


He thought Soot would leave, or be disgusted, or something. Instead he’s smiling wide, 
looking at Tommy like he’s the whole world and nothing else matters. He’s still holding him 
as gently as before, making no moves to leave or run. He looks happy, relieved, even. 


It’s like a weight lifting from Tommy’s shoulders. Soot is happy. He’s not going anywhere. 


“And you’re ok with that?” He still asks, wanting to make sure. A verbal confirmation that 
his greatest fears are meaningless. 


“Oh, darling, I’m more than ok with it. You have no idea how long I’ve been waiting for 
you.” He pushes Tommy back into his chest and buries his face into his golden hair. “I was so 
excited when my mark first appeared. I figured out pretty quickly that it meant my soulmate 
is a human so I would be waiting for a while, but that didn’t matter to me.” He brushes a 
hand over the blanket where Tommy’s upper arm is. “It was just a waiting game after that.” 


Oh, right. If Soot hadn’t known before then he would have definitely figured it out just by 
seeing Tommy’s exposed soul mark. In his defence, a lot has happened in the past hour and 
finding a jacket was not very high on his priority list. 


“Sorry, to keep you waiting then,” Tommy says, a relieved note in his voice. A small smile 
forms on his face. 


“You really took your time,” Soot’s laugh is like the chime of bells, bright and cheery. 
“Nearly drove me insane.” 


“What can I say? I’m just fashionably late.” 


“T was ready to walk to the edge of the world to find my soulmate, but my father told me to 
wait and let them come to me.” Soot sighs. “He was mostly right, in the end. You did come to 
me eventually.” 


Tommy nods. “I didn’t tell you the truth when we first met,” He finds himself admitting. 
“Not the whole truth, at least. I was really lost, but it’s because I felt a pull.” He waves his 
hand around. “Sort of like my soul was physically shoving me to go further in. That’s how I 
ended up in the clearing.” 


Soot pets his hair, twisting the strands around his fingers. “I thought so. I couldn’t say for 
sure, but I wondered if you had figured it out when you saw me.” He chuckles. “You looked 
so shocked.” 


Tommy huffs. “That’s only half the reason. I didn’t know you yet. I thought you were gonna 
eat my heart or something.” He frowns and twists so he can see Soot’s face. “How come you 
didn’t say anything? You didn’t look all that surprised to see me.” 


A mischievous smile spreads across Soot’s face. “Because I already knew.” 


Huh? Soot has to be fucking with him. Tommy stares straight at him, expression coated in 
disbelief and shock. “What? How? Does it work differently for fae?” 


“No, I felt it too. I felt my soul tugging me in a particular direction. I tried to ignore it for a 
while, but it was insistent. Eventually, I gave in and followed the pull to a small village that 
borders the forest. I walked past a bakery with a red roof and a smoking blacksmith, all the 
way to an old crumbling wall that overlooks the forest.” 


Tommy stares and stares some more. He’s told Soot a lot about his life, more than he’s told 
anyone else, but he can’t remember ever mentioning the wall, or the colour of the bakery 
roof. 


“How the hell do you know that?” 


Soot huffs an airy laugh at Tommy’s expression, his smile widening and eyes crinkled with 
humour. “Sunshine, we met before you ever set foot in my clearing.” 


All of a sudden, Soot starts to shrink. Tommy nearly falls forwards with the loss of support 
but manages to keep himself upright. Soot’s body warps and compresses until he sits much 
smaller on the grass. 


Sitting in front of him is a brown cat with golden eyes and long, silky fur. 


“Excuse me, what the fuck?” Tommy gawks at the sight of a cat sitting where a faerie should 
be. He reaches out a hand and presses a finger against Soot’s forehead, testing to see if it was 
real and not some adrenaline-crash induced hallucination. Are those even a thing? 


Soot bats playfully at his hand just like any average cat would, claws sheathed. Tommy bops 
him back, lightly whacking the top of his head in retaliation. Within a second, Soot shifts 
back into his normal form and promptly scoops Tommy back into his arms. 


“You're a fucking cat?” That makes so much sense in hindsight. That cat was a strange little 
guy and now knowing that it was Soot gives some of his very un-catlike demeanors a whole 
lot of context. 


Soot grins at Tommy’s shock as he mentally runs through all the times he saw the cat. “Yup, 
it was me.” 


“So in that alleyway...” 
“That was me. It was me every time.” 


“Wait, wait, wait,” Tommy lets himself catch up mentally to this revelation put in front of 
him. It’s a bit of a load, to be honest. “So we technically met when you were getting chased 
by my cousins?” 


“Yes.” 
“And you knew who I was when I stepped into the clearing?” 
“Yes.” 


“Hold on a goddamn minute, my head's spinning,” Tommy rubs his temples, mind swirling 
from an abundance of questions and a possible concussion. He’ll worry about that later 
though. He gathers himself as quickly as he can, readying himself to interrogate his soulmate. 


“You have a lot of questions?” Soot seems more amused than anything and Tommy just 
huffs. 


“No shit. It’s not every day a man finds his soulmate and discovers his cat is actually stalking 
him.” 


“First of all, I wasn’t stalking you,” Soot rolls his eyes. Whatever, he’s still a stalker. “I was 

checking up on you. I worry about what goes on when I’m not there with you so I wanted to 
make sure you were ok.” He frowns. “I hated that anything I did or could have done wasn’t 

enough while I was in that form.” 


“Explain that,” Tommy pulls back just a tad so they can more easily have this conversation. 
“The whole cat thing you’ve got going on. I’ve never heard anything like that.” 


“It’s not something a lot of humans know about.” Soot adjusts so he can settle on the grass a 
little more comfortably and shift his hold on Tommy into a more comfortable position. “It’s 
not something all fae do or even like to do. I did it because I wanted to find my soulmate and 
to do that I needed to step outside the ring.” 


“And being a pussy allows you to do that?” 


“There’s better ways to word that, but yes. When in an animal form I’m a lot more limited in 
my abilities. I can’t do any outer magic, I can’t speak, I’m just an animal with a higher 
consciousness, in offensively simple terms.” He smiles down at Tommy, that same smile 
that’s been on his face since the early meetings. “I could still feel the pull, though, and feel 
completely overwhelmed when I finally found you.” 


“So, you knew in the alley?” 
“Yes. It clicked for me as soon as you came in.” 


“Then why didn’t I feel it? Isn’t that how the whole soulmate thing is supposed to work? 
Some big ol' mutual realisation that happens when you see each other?” 


Soot shrugs. “I’ve thought about that, because that is absolutely how it usually works, for fae 
and humans by the sound of it.” 


“You got a theory, big man?” 


Soot nods slowly. “You didn’t figure it out until you saw me in the clearing, yes?” Tommy 
nods to confirm and Soot continues. “I’m almost certain it’s because I wasn’t in my usual 
form when we first met.” 


Tommy blinks at him. “Huh?” 


“You didn’t find out until after I had shifted back. When we met the first time, I was 
following a pull, I knew I was looking at my soulmate. You were merely looking at a cat.” 


“Oh that is such bullshit,’ Tommy groans, looking exasperatedly at the sky. He hopes the 
gods can see him glaring at them for being such nitpicky dicks. “You found out before me 
because you were parading around as a pussycat? You’ve got to be fucking with me.” 


“Not at all,” Soot says. “Unless you have a better theory because I’m all ears.” 


Tommy just grumbles and looks away. 


It’s... a lot. It’s a lot. Now, he’s usually pretty decent at handling things but this is all at once 
with a whole storm of emotions and conclusions that he wasn’t prepared for thrown in with it. 
His face falls into a small frown, thinking. Soot was well aware that they were soulmates. 
Tommy was well aware they were soulmates. They’ ve both been actively avoiding the 
subject the entire time. How fucking ironic. This would be funny if they still didn’t need to 
talk about it. 


“If you knew,” Tommy swallows. “Then why didn’t you tell me?” 


Soot mirrors Tommy’s small frown. He rests a hand on Tommy’s shoulder. “I didn’t want to 
risk scaring you off. I’m well aware of what humans think of us and how we tend to think of 
humans. I’ve met my fair share of judgement and I was afraid that you would run away if I 
told you.” 


Oh, yeah, he guesses that makes sense. Tommy takes a deep breath. “I would have, at first,” 
He confirms. “I was nearly shitting myself the first time we spoke. I probably wouldn’t have 
come back if I knew you knew.” 


“T know. I could practically see the nervousness dripping off of you,” Soot laughs lightly, but 
it's more subdued than his usual cheery one. “I wanted to get to know you first. I wanted you 
to trust me before I told you, assuming you didn’t already know.” 


Tommy grimaces. “Sorry for not saying anything.” He’s also responsible for why it took so 
long for them to get to this point. Maybe if he had just admitted it sooner, things would have 
worked out a bit more in their favour. But no, he was paranoid and bottled it all up inside 
until it had no choice but to go off like a lit firework. 


“I’m sure you had your reasons,” Soot says, endlessly understanding. Tommy can’t help but 
feel a pinch of guilt crawl up his throat. Soot has been patient and understanding and Tommy 
just couldn’t get over himself. 


“T was scared,” He whispers, ashamed. He really shouldn't be. He had a damn good reason 
for being closed off and yet, the feeling persists. “I thought if I told you, you’d be angry at 
the fact you have a human for a soulmate. It changed after a while, and I didn’t tell you 
because I didn’t want you to leave.” 


Soot coos at that. “I would never.” 


“Yeah, I know that now. But for a while I thought that you’d just *poof* disappear and I’d 
never see you again.” Tommy picks nervously at his nails and cuticles. “I’m not exactly 
immortal, you know.” 


Soot takes his hand to stop his fidgeting and simultaneously comfort him. “I know, but 
Sunshine, I want you to come back with me,” He takes a deep breath and looks Tommy in the 
eye. “I want more than anything to bring you home and introduce you to my brother and 
father. I consider you family, my little brother. They know how excited I’ve been for my 
soulmate, I’ve been talking their ears off about it for centuries. They’ll love you, just as much 
as I do.” 


Tommy’s breathing hitches. 
Oh. 
Oh, that’s nice. His brain is feeling a bit staticky but that’s fine. 


Love. The word falls over him easily, wriggling its way past the loneliness and heartbreak, 
and smugly laying down in his heart like it owns the place. It feels so wrong for it to be said 
to him and yet so perfectly right at the same time, an untold truth that has finally been spoken 
out loud. 


Soot presses a light kiss against his forehead and wraps him in a tight hug, his hand cradling 
the back of Tommy’s head. 


“T love you. I should have told you that ages ago. You’re my brother and I love you. I want 
you to be safe.” He squeezes a little bit tighter, voice lowering. “I promise you that I will 
keep your name safe. I won’t use it against you in any way that could bring you harm. You 
will have a home where you can live without need. Please, Sunshine, come home with me.” 


Tommy thinks about it. He stays quiet and he mulls it over in his head, the pros and cons, his 
every fear and worry. It’s a lot to go through but in the end, he has nothing but trust and 
confidence in Soot’s words. He isn’t certain what will happen in the long run, how everything 
will look in the near or distant future, but he has his soulmate and a promise he can hold him 
to. 


He sinks down further into Soot’s embrace, finally letting himself fully cherish the warmth 
and safety with it. Soot gives the best hugs, Tommy decides, but he’ll drop dead before he 
tells his brother that. 


“How about this,” Tommy says, watching as Soot’s face morphs into one of confusion. 
Tommy grins. “Why don’t we make a deal?” 


Soot’s confusion rapidly morphs into deeper confusion, then realisation, before he throws his 
head back and laughs, windchimes and bells ringing within the joyous sound. 


“Alright, my dear,” He smiles wide, notes of joy and birdsong in his voice. “What kind of 
deal?” 


“You tell me your name, and in return, I’Il give you mine.” 


Soot gives a loud, overdramatic groan before burying his face into Tommy’s hair. “Fine, you 
gremlin, PII take the deal.” 


He lowers his head so that his mouth is next to Tommy’s ear. 


I 


“My name is Wilbur.’ 


A tingling sensation swirls down his spine as the name settles into his brain, wrought with 
magic. He shivers under the feeling, but doesn’t deny the sheer happiness that has taken him 
over, spilling out like sunlight through the trees, warmer than any fire. 


“Wilbur,” He tests. The name rolls off his tongue like he’s spoken it a million times before. 
“That’s such an old man’s name. Frankly, Soot was better.” 


“Oh hush, child,” Wilbur lightly pushes his head with a scoff. “It’s not that bad.” 

“Yes it is. It’s inferior, you should know. Compared to my name which is obviously superior.” 
“Oh yeah? And what might your name be?” 

Tommy bears a grin like sunlight. “My name is Tommy.” 


“Tommy.” When Wilbur says it, he feels it. The way the final pieces of the puzzle fit together 
to create a lasting picture. Two brothers with their souls entangled for as long as time allows. 
Wrapped around each other, entrusting one another with the most sacred part of themselves. 


Names hold power, and Tommy trusts his brother to keep it safe, for now and until forever. 


“Tommy, Tommy, Tommy.” Wilbur wraps him in his arms and squeezes tightly, a giddy grin on 
his face. 


“Wilburrrr,” Tommy whines, though it’s interrupted by his giggles, equally as giddy as 
Wilbur and somewhat relieved. 


“Sorry, sorry,” Wilbur looks down at him, eyes shining brighter than Tommy has ever seen. 
“I’m just really happy.” 


Tommy nods in total agreement, pressing himself snugly under Wilbur’s chin and gripping 
his shirt in an attempt to hug him back. He sighs, content and warm for the first time in a long 
time. 


Wilbur is here. He can let go for a while. 
He feels a kiss pressed to the top of his head, followed by Wilbur’s smile against his scalp. 
“Ready to go?” He asks lightly. 


Tommy nods. “As I’Il ever be.” He groans. “I think I'll sleep for a week after this, oh my 
god.” 


Wilbur laughs, the last thing remaining in the clearing as they disappear beyond the veil. It 
echoes through the forest, loud in the winter quiet. 


Chapter End Notes 


I have said it before but I'll keep saying it; I have zero control over my word counts so 
this ended up being much longer than I thought. It's been a long time since I've written 
anything over 10k words so this felt good to complete. 


Anyway, thank you for reading! Hope you enjoyed and have a great day! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


